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                I have not published this book or given anyone else the right to publish this on Amazon.

New cover. Some might even recognize it. ;). Playing the Uno Reverse card here, hehe.

What would you do if your world collapsed and you had less than an hour to choose a suitable role that would allow you to survive?

Would you give in to despair?

Paul choose to fight for survival, now he has to face off against predatory animals, monsters, and even the land itself all modified by the Mana System. Eventually, he will have to face off against a foe even deadlier than the rest. Humans!



I feel I need to add this disclaimer because some people really get their panties in a twist when they reach the second arc. This is not a grimdark story. Yes, there are portions that are dark and grim, including slavery which is why I have the traumatizing content box checked. If you can't stomach a little slavery and torture, probably best to find a different story to read. Complaining that you felt lied to isn't going to make me change my story. If this offends you, leave a review.



            

    
        Chapter 1: Initiation

    
    
    
    
                People always thought the end would come from war or disease, maybe some global economic collapse. Who would have thought the end would be caused by something from a video game.

I awoke with a start, my head pounding and a shrill noise blaring in my head that seemed to permeate every bit of my being echoing throughout my body. The noise appeared to have no direct source that I could discern.

This is not what I had expected when I went camping in the Northwoods, well more like glamping since there were bathrooms and electricity but hey it was nice just to get away from the city, and my job if only temporarily. I only came up here for a quick weekend retreat to avoid people as it was earlier in the season than most people came camping and the campgrounds were empty of any other campers.

I rolled over in my tent and vomited the remains of my supper on the floor as I clutched my throbbing head trying to will the world to stop spinning. It felt like I had gone on an all-day bender and this was the world's worst hangover. To top it off a blue interface screen floated in front of my face with a timer counting down on it. Counting down to what I wasn't sure.

Now I was an avid gamer in my younger days and I worked in I.T. so I intuitively understood that this was some sort of an interface window and whatever was causing my head to feel like an overinflated balloon was likely linked together.

The window reminded me of a message popup in the games I used to love so much, the venerable RPG's. It was a generic square box that was partially transparent with a thin line around its edge a slightly different shade of blue. Honestly, it was very clean, graphics artists would love it. I took a breath to try and calm my rapidly beating heart and tried willing the countdown to the corner of my vision.

57:36 remaining on the clock

The window complied.

"Well, at least it's not voice-activated," I mumbled. "Sure would be nice if my hallucination came with a help section?"

As soon as the words left my mouth a help screen conveniently popped up where the original window had been, honestly, it was rather annoyingly in my field of view. I was either really crazy or this was real; I was leaning towards the latter as I was a very logical person and I knew I hadn't drunk anything alcoholic the night before. Ok so it can use both thoughts and voice, well that's nice. A welcome message populated the transparent floating window. I ran my hand through the window or where it would have been with no effect. Is it projected directly to my optical nerve? Fascinating. What can I say I'm a geek and new tech is always awesome.

"Focus, Paul," I say to myself as I read the screen.

Welcome to the Mana System. This system was designed for sapient beings who reached a certain level of development.

"Pff, guess they haven't been watching us very closely if they think humans are developed."

If you have been given a countdown timer it means the system was activated prematurely and you will be given an hour to define your starting stats and class.

"Yep, that makes more sense."

The Mana system helps users grow and improve through combat and non-combat activities and allows you to overcome the limitations of your body and mind. Flora and fauna will be affected along with sentient entities on the initialized planet.

Ok, so like an M.M.O., I looked down at my flabby belly with dismay. 'Well let's hope there is some way to improve my physique or I am not going to survive long enough to get home,' I thought, willing away the welcome message.

I needed to understand this system more before I made any rash choices. The best way to do that was through the help menu. Unless of course, the system had a Google search, thinking about it didn't bring anything up. Oh well back to plan A.

Skimming through the help section quickly so as not to waste time that may be better suited to choosing my starting stats and class, netted me some important information. It also gave me the impression that the help files were incomplete or information had been stripped from it. Having sentences that just simply ended, or missing any tips or tricks that you would normally associate with a knowledge base or help section. Unfortunately, I didn't have time right now to dwell on the oddities of this Mana System.

I still managed to learn a few important things. First off you get a set amount of stats at level one with set stat increases every level in the form of a modifier and attribute increases every 5 levels based on your class and species. Yes, you could choose your starting species. I was fine with being human but I would look them over if time permitted. I glanced at the clock 51:11, the next thing I learned from the help section was that you could choose a starting class, which was mentioned by the welcome message.

What it didn't mention was that you could multi-class as well but experience points earned would be cut into thirds. So you would have more skills but earn levels much slower. It made sense. There were also advanced classes to choose if you met the criteria, and knew about them. I didn't know about them so a fat lot of good that did for me.

The last nugget of intel I gathered from the help section, was that you could choose a second class or advance your class at level 20 without the experience penalty, as long as you did it within one day of gaining level 20.

"Yikes, I bet most people are going to miss that one if they haven't read the help, or if they blew through the character creation section."

Another thing that was clear from what I gathered in the help section if I didn't complete my choices by the time the counter finished, everything I had failed to complete would be randomized for me except base stats. This information was handily tucked in the what-if section. For example, what if I am comatose, or what if I have a learning disability. While it didn't say what would happen to those sorts of individuals the fact that they were included had to mean something, otherwise why bother. I could only hope the Mana System gave everyone a fair shake at this new life.

I guess it was time to start. I willed away the help window and saw another blinking icon at the bottom. Focusing on it another window filled my view.

The words character creator along the top and tabs along the side for choices like appearance, sex, species, class, and stats. I left sex and species alone, and I would like to say I left appearance alone but I tweaked it a bit. Just small things like fixing my flab, making myself a bit taller and enhancing... well let's leave it at that. Some people might jump at the chance to be a different species, perhaps elf, dwarf, or beastkin but I was fine being human. Plus there was nothing in the help section that said changing species would boost any of your god-given talents.

Now for the important part, I focused my mind to open the class window. What greeted me was a wall of classes. Even the little scroll icon on the side was pixel thin.

'God this will take forever to go through.'

I wondered if I could slim the list down. Show advanced classes only, I thought, hoping for the list to shrink. The list did shrink to zero. Duh forgot I don't know any advanced classes. Remove classes not compatible with my species. The list shrank but not much. So there were some species-specific classes. I wonder about gender-specific. Remove classes not compatible with my gender. The list shrank again.

"Still too long," I grumbled and then had an adolescent moment, "That's what she said." I chuckled to myself which helped to relieve some of the stress I was feeling at the moment. Yes, I am a 35-year-old man child I quickly glanced at the clock.

45:18 minutes remaining

Shit almost 15 minutes wasted. I had to think quickly of a way to reduce the list of classes to a manageable amount. Maybe I needed to approach this differently. Think about my goal and work from there. What did I need? I needed survivability, something I could solo with since I was over one hundred miles from home or anyone I could say I was close with. Heck, even the campground office was 3 miles away. Which with a car isn't an issue but I noticed while reading the help section that nothing with electricity was working anymore. My phone, my watch, and even my car no longer worked since this Mana system came into being. So I needed to make my way back to my home, assuming it survived, by walking or finding some ride that didn't rely on electricity. Too bad there weren't any Amish in the area.

I tried filtering by classes that got mounts and saw a few, and a note saying mount must be purchased separately. So that was a no go. I tried filtering by beast tamers, or other classes that could summon monsters and none of those would help me in the short run.

A quick perusal of their skills shows that riding beasts weren't available until way later in their builds. I dismissed those as I didn't want to manage a bunch of summons. Just thinking about it gave me a headache even though they were very good for offense, they lacked defense or survivability. They were in the same category as a pure mage. I looked at those as well because magic in games was often very powerful. Glass cannons though for sure.

Magic would still be useful so I set that as a filter. The list shrunk significantly, although, not enough to go through each one.

Next was the weapon. I couldn't imagine myself swinging around a sword and I didn't see anything mentioned in the help section about weapon skills being applied or if they had to be learned. So something simple like a staff or bludgeoning weapon. I mean anyone can swing a stick or hammer. I added both weapons types to the filter and the list shrank again. There were still too many options.

Ok, now we are getting somewhere. I added a few more filters, Support magic, self-support magic, group support magic. I choose to add group support magic to help out if I ever found myself in a party. I didn't imagine I would be alone forever and everyone liked support characters, in games at least.

The list shrank to about 100. Ok, that was more manageable. I added one more filter healer because I had a feeling no matter how safe I was, I was going to get hurt somewhere along the way if this system acted anything like the games I remembered. I didn't mind being a support class if it came to that. I really only wanted the healing and basic weapon skills to help me survive until I made it to civilization. I thought the rest was just a bonus, after that, who knew what would happen.

Seven results remained. I glanced at the clock again.

35:41 minutes remaining

I still had enough time. The list consisted of some strange classes. Dominator, Witchdoctor, Mantra Enchanter, Lumien, Totem, Buff master, Cho-len-fe.

Some of the names were rather dull but I looked them all over anyway.

The Dominator was a male Dominatrix that grew stronger the more people he dominated through well, you know, hard pass. The Witchdoctor used Herbs and potions along with voodoo. It sounded like an interesting class but I didn't want to learn herb lore as I never was good with plants. The Mantra Enchanter sounded familiar, like a class in a game I played in my youth. It was a H.O.T. or heal over time class with self and group buffs. The Lumien was a healer that used light-based buffs, good against undead, just meh against other creatures.

"Great another thing to worry about," I grumbled, I mean just the thought of undead made me shudder.

Totem used carved statues to cast AOE or area of effect spells around where the statues sat. Another interesting class but I would need to carve the statues which meant there was a lot of setup required before I would be useful or I would have to carry a lot of different statues. They were also limited use before they turned to ash according to the description.

The Buff master was similar to the Mantra Enchanter only with less self or group buffs, more single target buffs that were stronger but shorter duration. The Cho-len-fe was a class that relied on spirits to power spells and buffs. It was a powerful class but required you to capture the spirits to power the spells first, hard choices.

I discarded the Dominator, Witchdoctor, and Lumien because they really wouldn't help my situation any. I did the same with the Buff master and Cho-len-fe as they would only be effective in a group. The totem would be my first choice if I had more time to prepare, but looking at the clock.

18:23 minutes remaining

I doubt I would. The Mantra Enchanter looked like a good overall class. I went over it again for safety sake or at least the limited information that was available on it.

Mantra Enchanter: The Mantra Enchanter calls on the universe through sacred words or sounds to empower, heal, and devastate those around them. "True power can be realized in words." - Unknown Mantra Master

Class skills at level 1

Basic Mace/Staff proficiency

Minor Rejuvenate: Heal 50 HP over 30sec, Cost 25 mana, cooldown 1min

Minor Wind Walk: Increase agility by 2 for 30min, Cost 100 mana, cooldown 15min

Minor Giant Strength: Increase strength by 2 for 5min, Cost 30 mana, cooldown 6min

Weak shield: Grants a shield that absorbs 10% of damage for 5min, Cost 40 mana, cooldown 1min

Both the Wind Walk and the Giant Strength were AOE spells that covered all allies in a 5-meter radius. The Shield could only be cast on me and the Rejuvenate could be cast on anyone including myself. All in all, it was a decent class. I selected it and was going to move on to my stats before I got a popup. Geez, can't get away from popups.

Congratulations you were the first user in your zone to read the help documentation. You have been awarded one additional skill from random selection. Skill may not be class-specific.

Skill awarded: Area of Denial - Class skill of Battlefield Champion

Skill produces an area of 1m around you that is inviolate lasts 30sec, Cost 250 mana, cooldown 3 hours

I let out a low whistle at the skill description. That should come in handy. I glanced at the rapidly dwindling timer

11:05 minutes remaining

Better get moving on to the stats screen.

Strength: 10

Endurance: 10

Agility: 10

Perception: 10

Intelligence: 10

Wisdom: 10

Charisma: 10

Luck: 10

With 20 additional points to distribute between the stats, I had to choose carefully. If I focused my mind on the stat I got a general description of what it applied to.

Strength added carrying capacity and damage. Intelligence allowed for a larger mana pool and ability to cast higher level spells for certain classes as well as spell damage, but only for certain classes.

The Mantra Enchanter wasn't limited by the spell level issues at least as far as I could see; it might affect certain items if they had prerequisites. It did, however, tie directly into my spell damage.

Wisdom affected mana regeneration rate and spell damage which was slightly different from M.M.O.'s that I played in the past. Again, the spell damage seemed to be for other classes since mine went off intelligence.

Agility affected movement speed, cast speed, and ability to dodge. Perception allowed you to spot creatures or incoming attacks faster. Charisma affected people's general opinion of you or likeability. Endurance effected how long you could fight or run and walk without tiring. Then there was the always nebulous luck stat.

The description I got when I focused on it was less than useful. You're either lucky or you're not. 

I could put 2 in each and have 4 left but I had to assume 10 was rather low so 12 wouldn't be very good either. I knew I needed mana and mana regen, agility, and perception to try and avoid trouble and endurance so I could fight longer.

With my buffs, I could up my strength and agility by 2 as long as I had mana and my cooldowns were off. I could add 1 to Str, 4 to Int, 3 to Wis, 2 to Agi, 2 to Per, 1 to Cha, 2 to End, 2 to luck. This would leave me with 3 points to spend where needed based on my stats. I decided to go with that and hold onto the three points until I could see where they would be most useful.

Strength: 11

Endurance: 12

Agility: 12

Perception: 12

Intelligence: 14

Wisdom: 13

Charisma: 11

Luck: 12

While it might not be the optimal build, I felt good about this and mentally clicked accept. A window popped up asking me to confirm and I clicked yes again. I looked at the clock hoping I still had some time left.

5:24 minutes remaining

Unassigned stat points will not be randomly assigned. Unassigned stat points remaining 3

Congratulations on choosing Mantra Enchanter as your class

Perfect. I grabbed the small hatchet that I used for firewood and looked for a stout stick to use as a staff. I wasn't sure I would be able to use the hatchet when the system came online or if it would even do damage so I needed a weapon and I had the feeling the system wasn't going to just spawn me one.

I quickly found what I thought was an ironwood tree branch that was nice and dry and relatively straight. I trimmed it down to about 5 and-a-half feet. I bounced it in my hand feeling the heft and it was on the heavy side.

Hopefully, the system recognized it as a weapon and I had the strength to wield it or I might be out of luck.

2 minutes remaining

I started packing up my campsite. At least I had a small tent and hiking pack that a past girlfriend, who was way into backpacking, talked me into buying. I guess I should thank her now since I had to walk and carry everything I needed unless the system had an inventory.

I guess I would find out in 30 seconds. 15 seconds. I gripped the staff tightly as the final seconds ticked away. 5. 4. 3. 2. 1.

            

    
        Chapter 2: So it begins

    
    
    
    
                Welcome to the Mana System, test yourself, grow, and strive to survive. Diligence is rewarded, cowardice is not.

I blinked, it was extremely weird, the feeling of suddenly changing. Feeling stronger, more alert, and suddenly having knowledge shoved into my brain that wasn't there before. Giving the staff a quick twirl test it felt natural in my hands if a bit on the light side. That was good; at least, it wasn't too heavy or unwieldy to swing around.

It also appeared that the system didn't reward you with being a wallflower. I would need to get my hands dirty and possibly risk my life if I wanted the rewards granted by the Mana System. I guess it was better than being a cubicle jockey for a company that didn't care about you. At least this was based only on my merit.

Focusing my mind I thought inventory. A screen popped up with two tabs, equipment, and storage. In the equipment slots, I had my clothes my shoes, and my staff. I focused on the staff.

Crafted Ironwood staff

Quality: Low 

Damage: 12-24 bludgeoning, x2 critical damage

Cool, I guess, although, I didn't have anything to compare it to so I wasn't sure if this was good or bad. Next, I looked at my clothes.

Flannel shirt + hoodie

Quality: Average

Armor: 1

Provides moderate warmth

Jeans

Quality: Average

Armor: 1

Durable denim pants, agility reduced by -1

Hiking boots

Quality: Average

 Armor: 2

Reduces penalty to movement speed on treacherous surfaces by 30%

Baseball cap

Quality: Low

Armor: 0

Provides a boost to perception of +1, unless you wear it wrong

Again not much to go on other than my clothes and boots provided armor. Was this cumulative or only based on the location? It was unfortunate that my pants reduced my agility but not surprising. Jeans weren't exactly the easiest to move in.

I tried visualizing a silhouette with slots for clothing and armor values based on location. I was a bit surprised when the window changed to show this view. I noted the 2 armor in my foot location and one in my torso. Swapping over to the storage tab I saw it included everything in my backpack but not the backpack. Then I tried selecting one of the energy bars from storage and it appeared in my hand from a black tunnel.

"Hmm, so does this work in reverse?"

I thought storage and a hole opened up in the space in front of me. I shoved my hand in and let go of the bar. After I pulled my hand out the hole disappeared. I would need everything I could carry since my car wouldn't start, and my phone appeared to be completely dead. Even my cheap watch no longer worked.

Now that I knew the pack was full I looked around for something to stuff in it to see if it could hold more if I used the inventory instead. I found a fist-sized rock that would fit my needs. When I tried to put it in the storage it was denied and I got a message saying the storage was full. Then I took the backpack off and tried accessing my storage again. It consisted of only my keys, phone, and wallet.

So modifiable storage based on the pack, I guess that makes sense. Now by this point, most people would be lost, confused, or afraid. To me, this whole Mana System was just another project. Working in I.T. you got used to upper management dumping new software products on you because they had to have them. Even though the company's network couldn't support it and the infrastructure wasn't available for it.

Not like you could complain about it. Anyone that would listen to you complain couldn't do anything about it and those that could do something about it didn't want to hear it. You just buckled down and figured it out. That was one of the reasons I went straight for the documentation. How else can you learn how something works that you have never seen or used before? No, this was just a normal if a slightly larger project that I needed to figure my way through.

The area around me had increased animal sounds and growls in the distance. The trees around me didn't look any different. I wonder if the flora and fauna changes had something to do with proximity to intelligent life, I guess I would find out.

Instead of theorizing, I needed to get moving but I wanted to test out my skills first. It would be terribly embarrassing if I ended up getting attacked and couldn't even perform a spell, not like I could use the excuse 'That's never happened to me before,' although, that didn't work with my ex-girlfriend so I probably shouldn't even consider it an option here.

I stood with my backpack off. Now my class of Mantra Enchanter sounded like I might need to vocalize my spells. I wonder if I could activate them any other way? 'No time like now to test it,' I thought, as I tried activating Minor Wind Walk by thinking about the spell..., and nothing happened.

So spells, at least mine weren't activated by thought. Next, I tried just saying the name of the spell. Nothing happened. 'Ok,' I thought, searching the information that seemed to be shoved into my mind from the System. It appeared my spells had to have vocal component tied to them. While not ideal at least it wasn't somatic, I didn't want to be waving my hands about like a lunatic.

Preparing myself I cast Minor Wind Walk the way it was intended, the mystical words seeming to flow effortlessly from my lips like a whisper on the wind.

It was odd feeling some unknown substance drain from my body, I assumed it was the mana draining away as the spell activated, or at least I hoped so. As the spell activated my feet felt lighter and nimbler.

Next, I tested my Shield spell since it had the quickest cooldown of my non-healing spells. I wanted to see if I could cast my spells quieter just in case I needed to remain hidden from enemies.

I whispered the word of power associated with the spell and made me feel 'safe', was all I could think as the spell took effect. What I wasn't expecting was the white glow as the spell formed around me. At least it faded after a few seconds. So not an ideal test case for remaining hidden. I decided to try miming the words with my Rejuvenate spell to see if that would do anything.

A chime sounded in my head accompanied by a notification.

Background skill learned: Silent casting 100 X.P.

Well, that was unexpected but a nice little bonus. A passive skill and XP just for trying something new, I would have to find new things to unlock extra skills and free XP. Last I tested Giant's Strength, feeling power flood through my body, but it somehow felt muted casting it silently. I looked at the icon noticing that it wasn't the full five minutes the spell was supposed to have. Good to know that silently casting spells might have an adverse effect. I would make sure to cast them properly unless I needed to be stealthy.

I could cast my Area of Denial skill in a minute but decided to hold off since the cooldown was so long that I didn't want to waste it. For one I only had a total of 280 mana. With a mana recharge rate of 26 a minute, I could keep my agility buff active permanently and my strength buff active 5 out of every 6 minutes. This essentially gave me 4 extra stat points at level one along with a damage reduction of 10% I should be pretty hard to take down.

I could hear the animal noises getting closer and decided to make a quick escape from the area before I became some monsters lunch. I had a 3-mile hike ahead of me to get to the campgrounds office. I hoped there was someone there this early in the morning and that they were ok.

Hitching up the backpack I headed down the trail, it was the most direct route, as opposed to the blacktop road that meandered through the forest. Setting out at a slight jog, which I found effortless, even after 10 minutes I barely felt the exertion.

I rounded a rock outcrop and had to jump to the side as a pitbull sized chipmunk tried to rip my throat out. Out of pure instinct, I whipped my staff around and cracked the thing in the spine as it flew past me. The creature gave a pitiful squeal as it tried to stand, its back legs not working. That didn't stop it from trying to bite out at me though. I spun the staff and smashed it across the head. I could see the damage notices in my vision but I ignored them for now. It wasn't dead yet. I swung down with an overhead smash and saw the XP message pop up.

I checked my surroundings for any more monsters before I quickly rearranged my notifications to the side. I needed them out of the way for now so they couldn't distract me mid-fight. When I was in a safer spot I would adjust them more. Remembering the help section mentioning something about loot, I touched the dead Diremunk and thought loot.

A window did popup but it said no lootable items. The looted body remained, I figured the System provided an opportunity for people with more skill to harvest the rest. I didn't have the time to skin this beast so I took my hatchet and cut it open, spilling blood and entrails around the path. I made sure to clean my hatchet off, leaving the body for the other creatures that seemed to be tracking me. I could hear the noises in the forest, they sounded closer than ever. Hopefully, the smell of fresh blood would appeal more to whatever was tracking me.

After gutting the animal I vacated the area as fast as possible, re-casting my buffs on the move. I noticed that even if I had a buff active, the timer only reset if I cast it again. 'No double buffing my attributes,' I thought sadly.

I made it to the office 30 minutes later huffing and puffing. I would have arrived sooner but I detoured around the sounds of two large beasts going at it near the trail. I didn't get close enough to tell what they were and that was probably for the best. While the squirrel had been easy enough to kill I decided to play it safe until I got a better handle on what was happening around me.

I was crouched at the edge of the forest looking towards the office; there was a large clearing with the mobile home that acted as the park office on the far side of the clearing. Something felt off to me though so I scanned the clearing. I could see a truck sticking out on the backside of the building. Of course, no lights were on in the building and I couldn't see anything out of the ordinary from this side. I decided to circle the building until I had a better view of the front door. I skirted around the clearing, trying to stay quiet and remain hidden behind the trees as well as I was able to.

I didn't have to go far before I saw the open truck door and the blood. Whatever had caused the mess wasn't in sight. I'm not sure what the person was thinking of heading for the vehicle. It was a newer truck so it definitely wouldn't run after the system went live. Perhaps they were caught in the open or they didn't realize the truck wouldn't run.

Despite my misgivings, I needed to see if there was anything useful for my survival here. The smell of excrement and blood hit me as I got closer. I had to stop and try not to lose my breakfast as it wafted over me. It wasn't like I was squeamish about dead bodies or blood but the smell was unexpected.

Having identified my family's bodies and attended funerals over the years I thought I was prepared to handle death up close. None of that really prepared me for the amount of blood and viscera a human body could produce. I looked away from the corpse as the smell hit me again. This time I was unable to hold back and vomited out a stream into the grass.

After wiping my mouth clean I continued approaching the macabre scene, making sure to recast any of my buffs that were off cooldown as quietly as I could. I wanted all my abilities to last as long as possible if whatever killed the man was still lurking about. It wouldn't do to be caught unaware without them active.

Passing the body and trying not to step on any of the remains, I made my way to the building. I kept my head on a swivel and tried to be as quiet as possible, being hyper-aware was mentally draining. It was awkward moving around with the giant backpack on but I wasn't leaving my supplies behind. There was no telling if I would need to make a break for it or if I could find any more supplies soon.

Nothing jumped out at me as I made it to the truck. The office door was closed and when I tested the handle I found it still locked.

Sighing, I looked over at the corpse realizing what I had to do next. I went over to what was left of the body and tried looting it. Luckily the system made it so all I had to do was touch a part of the body and not dig through a dead man's pockets. I touched the least blood-soaked piece of clothing. This time I got a list of items in a system window.

Boots

Hat

9mm pistol

Holster

2 extra magazines of ammo

Keys

The descriptions were very generic, I wasn't sure why. I selected the gun, holster, and ammo equipping them right away. I also took the keys hoping one would be for the office. I looked down at the man; his eyes locked in abject terror and closed them for the final time.

"Sorry, man, you can rest now," I said, in a quick prayer.

The Mana system, I'm just going to call it the System from now on asked me if I wanted to make the gun my primary weapon. I choose no. It let me set it as a secondary weapon. I checked its stats.

Glock 9mm pistol

15+1 round capacity

Fiber Optic sight +1 to accuracy

Damage: 10-16 piercing

Now I knew how to shoot guns, I had grown up in a small town and hunted when I was younger, although I was rusty. It had been almost two decades since I shot a gun. I didn't personally own any guns as I stopped hunting after my family's death and never felt the need for personal protection. I guess my opinion on that might change now.

I wasn't even sure if I could use the weapon properly as I didn't have a skill for guns like I did with my staff but couldn't hurt to keep it. Just as I was finishing up I heard a noise coming from the backside of the building. I stood up my staff at the ready.

Around the corner came a bear. This wasn't your ordinary Yogi; it was seven feet tall looking like a small elephant more than a bear. The other difference was that it was steel grey, as it brushed against the building I could see sparks from the tin siding and chunks of the tin getting ripped out.

I inadvertently let out a whispered, "Fuck."

The bear turned his head towards the sound and instantly spotted me. I was nowhere near fast enough to outrun a bear. The beast gave out a bellow and charged me.

I screamed, "Area of Denial," hoping it would be enough to activate the one ability I hadn't had time to test, the spell not being on my normal roster for my class.

The bear slammed against an invisible barrier and my heart skipped a beat until I realized it had been stopped. Without wasting any more time I swung down with all my strength cracking the momentarily confused beast across the nose. It roared back in rage and tried to claw at the barrier, sending sparks of light shooting outward with each huge swipe. All the while I kept swinging and jabbing him with my staff, trying to target any sensitive spot I could get to. My barrier giving me a false sense of invincibility as I wailed on the beast repeatedly.

I did a poor job of keeping track of my spell timer and got hit with a backswing I wasn't expecting. The blow knocked me into the truck five feet away. I coughed out a bit of blood as the air was driven from my lungs, my shirt shredded from the bear's metallic fur. The fur leaving nasty scratches across my torso and right arm. The pain seemed to be slightly muted. I wasn't sure if that was due to my skills or some change from the System. Perhaps it was a combination of the two. I knew I had to get up, to fight or this was the end for me.

I will be the first to say, a metal bear hits like a fucking truck. While the blow was painful I recovered quickly enough to roll under the bear as he dropped down, trying to flatten me with his stomping attack. The adrenaline pumping through my veins making everything seem to slow, while my System enhanced stats allowing me to avoid a strike that would have crushed me flat.

While rolling away I frantically cast Rejuvenate and jabbed my staff into his sensitive bits. He, because it was definitely a he, no mistaking those dirty danglers, let out a groaning roar and reflexively kicked out with his rear foot. This sent me tumbling along the ground behind him and I heard a pop as one or more of my ribs gave way. My tumble across the ground left me bruised and sore, my side aching from the broken ribs. Luckily my Rejuvenate was taking care of the damage, the bruises, and soreness, allowing me to continue the fight. I wobbled to my feet even as my spell reset my broken ribs, causing me to stumble momentarily.

The beast turned and stood on his back legs. Now a 7-foot tall bear standing on his back legs is a truly terrifying sight; at over 14 feet tall it towered over even the building. I sprinted around to the other side of the truck as fast as my injured body could take me before it gave chase. The beast swiped at the rear of the truck missing me by mere inches and tearing through the metal of the bed like tissue paper, with its six-inch-long razor-sharp claws, imparting enough force to send the back end of the truck sliding sideways. If I got hit with one of those paws and not just a glancing blow, I was done for.

I forced my beleaguered body to pick up the pace, racing to the front of the truck as the beast came around the back. The bear didn't seem to have all its faculties about it as it seemed unsure of its movements. I think this was the only reason I still stood. I madly looked around for an advantage, deciding to jump on the hood to gain some height.

This feat of acrobatics would have been a struggle for me prior to the System, with my enhanced capabilities thanks to the system it came relatively easy or it would have if I wasn't injured. The beast swiped for me on the hood as I attempted to stand. His massive paw missing me by inches as I slipped and fell to the opposite side, its massive paw slamming through the windshield. Twisting my body around as I fell, managed to hit the beast cracking the bear in the ear with the end of my staff.

The beast staggered back from my blow to this sensitive spot, as I landed on the ground I got to my feet and did a full roundhouse swing. It was one of the basic moves imparted on me from the System as I choose my class. My staff extended as far out as I could while maintaining my grip on the wood, hoping that it would impart more force with the blow. The resounding impact sent the beast to the ground, I could see its dislocated jaw from where my staff struck home.

Blood dripped from the stunned beast's nose and mouth, it was down but not out yet. Staggering forward, all but spent I pulled out the pistol and put it up against the unconscious creature's eye and pulled the trigger 3 times until I got the death message. I decided not to risk a possible angrier bear waking up.

"Fucking hell," I exhaled panting, my hands on my knees, my whole body shaking from the adrenaline coursing through my system. I leaned against the truck and slid to the ground dropping my staff just to avoid falling over from the frantic exertion. Despite the life or death situation, I found I enjoyed the rush of the battle.

Deciding this was as good a time as any I took a look at the popup message that was blinking angrily in my face.

Congratulations you have reached level 2

I looked at my stats noticing my health and mana went up a little bit.

'Must be a modifier increase,' I thought.

I now had 294 mana instead of the 280 I started with and 252 hit points instead of the 220 from level 1. Well, it would be 252 if I was fully healed. Looking at my health I had around 70 hit points remaining and my Rejuvenate was on cool down.

"Fuck, that was too close."

I decided then and there to bump up my endurance with my remaining points, I needed to increase overall HP. I took a look at the 3 remaining points I had saved from character creation, glad that the system didn't automatically assign them like everything else and placed them all into Endurance bringing it up to 15. This made Endurance now my highest stat and I couldn't care less. That change brought my total HP to 315. I cast rejuvenate when it came off cooldown watching my health tick up to 120.

Thinking back, I did recall the documentation saying injuries would heal faster but it never specified how much faster. I could only hope that a higher endurance would help with that speedy healing. While waiting, I kept an eye out for more predators, finally, my hp ticked up a point. It took 4 minutes, Not exactly speedy but significantly faster than pre-system levels. Casting Rejuvenate again brought my health up to 171. This made me feel secure enough to loot the corpse and continue on my way. This time I got 2 items.

Dire Iron Bear Claws

Dire Iron Bear Teeth

While the System only rewarded me with the teeth and claws, the body remained just like the squirrel. I pulled out my hatchet to try and skin the beast but try as I might it wouldn't pierce the thick hide. I took a step back to examine the creature; I realized none of my strikes had torn flesh. I shuddered to think what might have happened to me if I only had a stabbing or slashing weapon in this encounter instead of the ability to bludgeon and break bones with my staff.

It was too bad I couldn't skin the beast its fur would make great armor. As for the teeth and claws, it looked like they were crafting items from the description on them. So they might come in handy later, if I decided to pick up crafting. I had to remove a few items from my bag just to store those small things.

I would have preferred to stick around and rest after that hard-fought battle. Maybe take stock of everything that was happening, but a niggling thought in the back of my mind told me that would be a bad idea. There was one last task I wanted to do before leaving.

Stepping onto the porch I unlocked the front door to the office, using the bloody key I found on the poor dead man. Cracking it open a little, I used the end of my staff to push it the rest of the way open. After waiting a few seconds with no monsters jumping out at me, I entered the dark building, staff at the ready.

            

    
        Chapter 3: Trek to the South

    
    
    
    
                I jogged down the side of the road. The office had been a bust, nothing but a few filing cabinets and refrigerated food. None of which would do me any good, I had been hoping for some dry foods, or canned goods to help round out my meager supplies. Oh well, I was making good time and should be able to make it into the nearest town within 2 days if I could keep up this pace and I wasn't attacked.

The road made for an easy run and I remembered reading that trained soldiers could make 20 miles a day on a march. Well, I sure as hell wasn't a soldier, trained or otherwise, and had no intention of running myself ragged., setting an easy 10 to 12-mile pace, mainly because I wanted to get into the town early tomorrow. I also needed to find a safe place to set up for the night. After about 10 minutes I made it to the main road heading south towards my destination.

Looking up and down the road I could see quite a distance, the land was relatively flat in this area of the state and I didn't see any cars or people. I had hoped to spot some survivors making their way like me, strength in numbers and all that. The fact that there was nobody in sight didn't bode well for the population count. I mean it wasn't the most heavily traveled road but still. I guess it could be partially explained by the early hour, I think it was around dawn when I first got the messages.

Pausing I took stock of the rest of my surroundings. There was forest on each side of the road, dense old-growth forest set aside as a preserve. The forest was dominated by pine trees with a smattering of Maple and other trees mixed in. This mass of greenery ended just 10 feet from the graveled edge of the road. I knew this stretch of road was known for accidents caused by hitting wildlife which was abundant this far north. There were bears, wolves, deer, and even large feline roaming these woods. I saw what happened to a bear after the system changed it and did not want to run into an ambush predator like a cougar.

The closeness of the forest made me feel slightly claustrophobic playing on my nerves I made my way to the middle of the highway to give me a clear line of sight if even just for a few extra feet. Now I only hope some yahoo didn't manage to get a pre-fuel-injected car to run and hit me while I was walking down the center of the road like I didn't have enough to worry about. This was really my only option of travel since it wasn't like I could sneak about. For one it would slow my progress immensely and I didn't have those types of skills even pre-system. Nope, I could try and get them later if the system allowed that sort of thing, right now it was about speed and perception.

Of course, with my luck, I didn't make it another mile before I heard something crashing through the underbrush on my right. Quickly I cast Giant Strength buff and my Shield, Wind Walk was still active according to the icon floating at the top of my vision so I didn't have to worry about that spell. I still needed to adjust the notifications and even look over the combat logs but now was not the time.

Gripping my staff tightly I prepared for the enemy, knowing I was unlikely to outrun any beast. Three odd-looking beasts appeared from the forest 15 feet ahead of me on the right side of the road. They had 4 legs and odd bulbous heads with two red eyes on either side. The bulbous head tapered down to a point, like a flower bud. I didn't see any ears but I did see a hole behind the eyes. The one beast let out a hiss and the other two started to circle. Their mouths? Split open like the petals of a flower displaying rows of tiny sharp teeth and three tentacle-like appendages snaked their way out.

"Hell no, I've seen enough anime to know where this is going," I said to the lead beast. My propensity to be flippant in stressful situations rearing its head.

I didn't wait for them to surround me, instead, I lunged at the one to my left swinging my staff. The beast leapt back just out of range of my strike and the other two took the opportunity to attack. I wasn't quick enough to get my staff back around to prevent injury as the rightmost one latched onto my leg with its tentacles and started tearing at my flesh with its sharp teeth.

I screamed from the pain but managed to stay on my feet as the beast yanked on my leg. The beast's teeth were tiny but sharp as needles. I gritted my teeth and managed to jab out with my staff into the Alpha's mouth. A satisfied choking sound accompanied my staff sliding down its throat. I quickly cast Rejuvenate. While the spell couldn't heal the wound as the creature was still attached, it did seem to numb the bite area reducing the pain I was feeling. While the bite didn't do that much damage, I felt it prudent to have the heal over time effect in place as I expected I would be taking more damage soon.

While I was momentarily distracted the beast on the left tried charging in again but I used my staff buddy to club him in the side sending him sprawling across the road. The Alpha was still very much alive and trying to eat his way up my staff but was not having much luck with his feet dangling off the ground. My arms were beginning to burn from the exertion of holding the beast aloft.

"Geez at least buy me dinner first," I shouted, slamming the beast on my staff into the pavement with an overhead strike.

The other beast was still trying to devour my leg so I pulled out the pistol and shot him in the head. It let out a squeal and retracted its teeth from my leg tearing my flesh more. I winced and stumbled a bit as the pain shot up my leg but the pain was quickly numbed as my spell healed the damage. I kicked the wounded creature in the side of the head with my wounded leg and it slumped over, blood gushing from its head wound.

These creatures were not all that tough. They reminded me more of plants than animals.

I ignored that beast, turning my attention to the alpha. I yanked my staff from the dazed alpha and with a quick roundhouse swing bashed the bullet-ridden beast a good ten feet.

That must have been enough to kill it because I saw an experience notice. I was about to finish off the alpha when I was tackled from behind by the third creature. Luckily I was still wearing my pack and these things didn't seem all that intelligent. It was, after all, trying to eat my pack. I struggled against the weight of the animal as I slipped the pack off. Once free I turned around and jabbed the staff into its eye causing it to release the material from its jaws. Before it could recover and attack me I smashed it over the head, the beast fell to the ground and didn't rise. I turned to the final creature,.The alpha looked to be recovering from my attacks, I took a golfing stance.

"Fore!" I yelled, putting all my strength into the swing.

The meaty thwack was all I could have hoped for as the beast bounced down the road a good fifteen feet spilling blood and guts.

"Ok so maybe I hit it a bit too hard," I groaned, as the foul smell of entrails assaulted my nose.

I looted the corpses gaining 3 seed pods. No idea what those were but I stuck them in storage anyway. I needed an identify ability or something. I looked down at my pants that were now a shredded mess on one leg. Looks like jorts are back in fashion.

This attack had been a chaotic melee, I needed to be more mindful of my attackers. Although these creatures seemed like relatively weak beasts, they still managed to cause me over eighty damage in a short amount of time and that was with just one getting a hold of me. That fight had also exhausted a third of my mana, even though it lasted less than 30 seconds. With just those few spells cast I wouldn't even be able to cast my Area of Denial ability for another minute and a half in a battle and that was with my improved mana recharge rate from my second level. I just sighed and moved on.

I also felt that same nebulous thrill I felt after fighting the bear. I wondered if it was the gaining of experience that caused this feeling or if it was just the rush of battle. I had never been much of a thrill seeker but if this is what an adrenaline high felt like, I could definitely see the appeal. Either from experience or adrenaline, I enjoyed it.

Most people would have broken down, and really who could blame them, this whole System thing was insane. No not ol Paul here, I was a pragmatist or at least I liked to think I was.  To me, this whole system was just another ill-thought-out project dumped on me by upper management that I had no say in. While I had no say in the matter, it didn't mean I had to take it lying down either. I only had to make it work for me in whatever way was possible. If I could have a little fun along the way and take out my frustrations on some fantastical beasts then so be it.

With my injuries healed and my mana recovering I headed down the road, with a skip in my step and a wordless tune on my lips. Despite all the horrors the system brought, it also brought along strength and growth, a change to a world that sorely needed it. There was no longer any room for half measures or pussy footing about on decisions. I needed to react fast and if needed suffer the consequences later.

Doing some mental math while I jogged down the road, I figured it would be more efficient for me to refresh all of my buffs right after a battle and anytime the cooldowns came off, rather than before. This would hopefully give my mana enough time to charge before a fight broke out. This still left me a few buffs I would have to cast on the fly like Giant Strength and possible Shield but there was no getting around that. If the buff ended mid-fight it would cost me the same as if I cast it right before a fight anyway. Not having to cast it right before the fight would leave me with more mana to work with during the fight.

Looking back, I really should have put another point in Intelligence but with so little armor I was still glad I had stuck the rest into Endurance. With those thoughts over I refreshed my Wind Walk and Shield. Giant Strength was still on cool down.

The more I leveled in this class the more I realized it was a class built for the battlefield and group combat, not just these little beast fights. Buffs that lasted minutes if not half an hour, that could be cast on an entire group at once, without costing extra mana mind you.

While the healing spell was kind of lackluster, it was almost an instant cast, used little mana, and had a short cool down. I couldn't complain and was still glad to have the spell as it had already proven its worth. I was also glad I wasn't some stupid cleric, bound to some dumb oath or god. Hell, who even knew if gods existed, maybe they did now that mythical creatures did. I would have to check into that, and perhaps try to avoid annoying them if that were the case.

            

    
        Chapter 4: Random Encounter

    
    
    
    
                I stopped at the edge of the forest, not sure what to think. I had been traveling for a good hour since my last fight and cleared a good distance. Knowing the woods would be coming to an end soon, making way for farmland. What I saw ahead of me was not farmland or more of the ever-present forest.

The land laid out in front of me was hilly, punctuated by rock outcroppings and a few scattered trees that looked like dead sentinels, watching over the sparse vegetation, daring it to grow.

Herds of grazing animals of some sort could be seen in the distance. The edge of the forest I stood at seemed to end on a rise, like it had just been sliced away cleanly.

This new landscape reminded me of a picture of Saharan Africa I saw once, hopefully, it didn't come with the wildlife as well. I also found it strange that I had not seen a single vehicle since leaving the campgrounds. While I could discount this on the campground road, this was a major road north and there should have been a few cars or people. I did, however, come across two corpses or what was left of them on the side of the road about ten minutes back.

I chewed over these thoughts as I scanned the strange landscape ahead of me. The other odd part is that the two-lane road still ran through the area unmolested if a bit curvier. Flowing through the landscape like a river, instead of the straight boring route it had been before.

"Well, no point standing around here all day," I mumbled, swinging my staff from side to side to work a stiff spot out of my back.

I headed down the road again, this time slowing to a fast walk to give myself time to drop my pack and prepare for any fight that might come my way. It didn't take long to find something.

As I crested the next hill, I saw five little green men in dirty loincloths trying to attack a wagon.

The first thought that came to my head was, 'Dirty Stinking GOBLINS!, I watch entirely too much anime,' was my second thought, but they looked just like the standard description of a goblin.

I could try avoiding them, but there were no hills or trees near this stretch of road to hide from the creatures. I also saw that they were completely alone. The closest other creature I could see was well in the distance and that was one of the grazing animals.

'Best to deal with them now while I have the element of surprise,' I thought, walking quietly forward. I also figured I should at least try to help whoever was trapped since they appeared either unable or unwilling to defend themselves.

They were so engrossed with trying to get at the wagon, which seemed to be protected by some spell, they didn't even see me approach. That all changed when my staff took one of them right to the side of the face. Instantly I got an XP reward for my kill. I was relieved to know they were as weak as they appeared.  I also wondered if I got a sneak attack bonus? I would have to look later. The other green-skinned midgets paused in their wanton beating of the shield, screaming at me in infantile rage. I guess they wanted a piece of me now. Oh, and it looked like they were armed, looked like some kind of bone weapons.

"Yea, well here's my bone weapon," I yelled giving the ol beans a shake. Why did I just taunt my enemies? Was I suffering from some sort of battle craze? I did feel the distinctive heart-pumping rush that seemed to come with fighting wash over me as the experience flowed into me. Oh god..., It was glorious.

They didn't seem to appreciate my war cry. One leaped at me dagger held in its outstretched arm, I casually flicked my staff catching it across the midsection before it could stab me in the belly. It gave a squeak that reminded me of a deflated bagpipe as the air was driven out of its lungs, its limp form crashing to the ground.

I jumped back as the third punk tried to stab me. These guys were not very coordinated, two had tripped each other up trying to get to me and were now yelling at each other. Ol bagpipe was rolling on the ground still deflated trying to catch his breath so it was me vs a wee child.

"Round 1, Start," I said as the dumb thing stared at me blankly.

I couldn't have that so I snapped my staff out, right at its knee. My reach nearly three times that of these creatures. The was a nice cracking sound accompanied by the creature's pain-filled wailing. There we go, now he was showing some emotion. Unfortunately, he was also rolling on the ground clutching his destroyed appendage. I almost felt bad for beating up what amounted to children, almost. I dispatched the two that had broken into a fistfight and were rolling on the ground punching each other with two quick jabs.

"Flawless victory," I exclaimed after putting the final blow to Ol bagpipe. The little green turd had tried to crawl away while I sang his friends a nice lullaby. I even got a level up notification along with some other goodies. For whatever reason killing these creatures felt right, I didn't feel sick or disgusted like I did when I saw the dead body of the park official.

Healing Touch: Heals target within 25m range for INT x .5 modifier, Cost 40 mana, cooldown 10sec

Earth Fist: Deals Earth damage INT x .25Modifier to target within 25m range, Cost 60 mana, cooldown 1min

Aura Strike: Your next attack also slows targets attack speed for 5% for 10sec, Cost 25 mana, cooldown 15sec

Endure: Increases maximum Hp by 10% for 60 min AOE-allies within 20m, Cost 150 mana, cooldown 30min

I was stoked about getting a second healing spell; I could even cast it more often than the Rejuvenate spell. The Earth Fist spell gave me another choice for ranged damage over the pistol since I had limited ammo for that and who knew if I could get more. The Aura Strike wasn't all that useful at the moment but I could see it helping in the future on faster enemies. Then there was the crème de la crème skill, at least I thought so. A 10% boost to HP would only increase in usefulness as I leveled.

Shaking myself out of my celebration I realized I should see if the person in the wagon is okay, and what an odd wagon it was. It was skinny only about half the width of a car, with a tall barrel-shaped roof. There were items of all kinds hanging off the sides with 2 posts in the front for pulling it and a door in the back. The cart was a myriad of colors that all seemed to fit together somehow. When I tried to approach I got to within 10 feet and encountered the barrier I saw the goblins beating against. I ran my hand against the barrier and it felt like how old CRT screens felt with the static buildup.

"How odd," I whispered before calling out, "Hello in there, um you are safe now, I got rid of the attackers." I decided to go with attackers since I didn't know if they were goblins or if whoever was inside knew what a goblin was.

I heard and saw the wagon shifting as the occupant moved around inside. I saw a small slit window open and something looked out. I couldn't tell what as it was a bit dark and the sun was in my eyes. Then I heard the door creak open and a small bipedal dragon-man step out. He was about 5 feet tall with metallic green scales and a short tail that didn't quite reach the ground. He was also wearing an immaculate set of clothes. What looked like green silk pants with gold embroidery on them, along with a white silk undershirt, neatly tucked into the pants, a matching green and gold vest on top of that.

"Ah, yes thank you, traveler, those pesky goblins caught me unawares," He said with a slight lisp probably because of all the sharp teeth he had.

'Ha I knew they were goblins,' I thought, patting myself on the back mentally.

"My name is Frathsar, traveling merchant extraordinaire, and how may I address my savior this fine day?" he said looking at me with a big toothy grin.

Now, I want to say that I wasn't freaked out in the slightest at being addressed by a bipedal dragon but I did grip my staff a bit tighter. That was one bonus of the staff as a weapon it was always ready to go with a swing or a jab, unlike a sword that had to be unsheathed.

I cleared my throat, "I'm Paul."

"Well Mister Paul, thank you again for the timely rescue. I was just on my way to Eldenberry to sell my wares when they jumped me. It's a good thing I invested in this personal protective dome enchantment," the man said jovially.

I kind of liked this merchant, he seemed like quite the likable fellow, and that would make sense since he is a merchant. I wondered how much his charisma score played into my opinion of the man.

"This Eldenberry, um how far away is it?" I asked having never heard of a city with that name.

"Hmm well, with no burden I could be there in another hour up this road... That's Odd. What is this, the path I was on was dirt and this is smooth and flat like a city street."

"Well, that's a bit of a story that I may only have a partial answer for, do you know what the Mana system is?"

"Yes, I am educated, although, maybe not as much as the nobles."

"Don't know any nobles myself, but anyway it seems Earth, the planet we are on just joined the system today," I said with a shrug.

Now I expected a few different reactions from the Merchant. Overwhelming joy wasn't one of them.

"Oh heavens above what a day to be alive," Frathsar said dancing around in a little circle.

"Not the reaction I expected, uh why so happy?"

"You are new to the system so you do not know how rare it is for a new planet to be brought in. I think the last was over a millennium ago."

"Okay, but that still doesn't seem like something to be this happy about."

"You would be correct about that, usually a world is brought into the system when 70% of the population agrees to the activation and the populations have time to prepare and designate locations for safe zones. These zones then become the major trading hubs for system resources."

"I have heard stories of early civilizations that joined the system without meeting these criteria and something called the rending occurred to their worlds. Where parts of multiple worlds were sort of smashed together, or torn apart depending on how you look at it, to form completely new areas of land. This rending happens to every world connected to the system as a small chunk is swapped between worlds and the world that just joined the system. It doesn't seem to harm anything but it can bring over unknown monsters or creatures."

"I believe one of these early times released the beast known as goblins upon many unwary worlds. Now I can't be sure but from your reaction, I would guess you had never heard about the System prior to it activating, from your leaders. While that is not ideal, it isn't why I am happy. I am happy because I was transferred over... The cost to transfer from one world to another is quite steep, also I have a whole new market, virgin territory untouched and me Frathsar merchant extraordinaire here to profit," he said, like a giddy child opening Christmas gifts.

This was knowledge to think about later when I was in a more tenable situation.

"I see, well I wish you luck in your endeavors," I said, waving to the man and planning to be on my way.

"I apologize, Mister Paul, where are my manners, I have all kinds of trinkets and items for sale if you wish to browse my wares. It seems only fair since you saved me."

"You can just call me Paul, and as much as I would like to I don't have any money that you would find useful."

"Nonsense my friend, do you have any trade goods we could barter?"

I shrugged and pulled out my monster drops, even the shitty weapons I got from the goblins that I was just going to toss. Frathsar pulled open a shelf from his wagon and motioned for me to set the items on it. He pushed the weapons to the side while mumbling and then looked at the Bear parts and the seed pods.

"Fascinating," he said, examining a claw. "What type of beast did this come off of?"

"It was called an Iron bear, a large four-legged, furred predator that was mutated by the system."

"A domestic beast?" Frathsar asked, astounded, "It must have been immense, how many people did it take to kill it?"

"Um, I killed it myself," I said a little embarrassed.

The little merchant looked at me askance.

"But you are only level 3, how did you kill a level 6 beast by yourself?"

I swallowed hard at that, remembering my fight at level one against the massive beast and only managing to kill it by sheer dumb luck and my out of class skill I earned. I didn't feel like burdening the poor merchant with this information.

"I got lucky," I said nonchalantly.

"I should say so. Hmm, the weapons I can give you 10 credits for. The teeth and claws 150, and 25 each for the seed pods."

I scratched my face thinking about his offer; I had no idea the value of these items, perhaps he would go for a trade instead.

"Would you give me more in trade?"

"Certainly, would you like to see a list of my trade goods?"

"Sure."

I was expecting a paper list still thinking in earth norms, but I got a popup window with a long list of items, way more items than could fit in a wagon this small. Now you might think standing here in the middle of a road with possible hostile creatures about while perusing a shop would be a terrible idea. You would be correct, except Frathsar was nice enough to invite me inside his shield bubble. There were quite a few items I couldn't afford and with a thought the list updated to exclude anything above what Frathsar valued my items at.

"This is quite the list Frathsar, how does it all fit in your wagon?"

Frathar laughed, and then looked at me when I didn't laugh in return.

"Oh, you're serious. Right, I forgot this technology might not be available on new worlds. Well, there are many ways to fit more into a space then what you can see, I have an extra-dimensional merchant cart."

"Bigger on the inside eh?"

"Exactly," he said with a smile and a twinkle in his eye.

While I perused the list I decided to chat my merchant friend up to see if I could get some more information about the system.

"So how is it you can see levels?"

"Oh that's just a skill, mine is a merchant variant called Appraisal. It lets me appraise many attributes and gives much more in-depth information than some other skills similar to it. If you are interested in the ability I have three variants of it for sale."

He flicked one of his clawed fingers in the air and the list I was looking at highlighting the two items. I assumed the third was out of my price range.

"So you can just purchase skills?"

"Yes and no. Certain skills can be purchased. There are even some magic and other abilities that can be bought. Some have pre-requisites though, like stats or levels or are even class-specific. Although, why buy a class-specific skill when you can earn it eventually you might ask?"

I actually was going to ask about that.

"Well, your skills may level up as you level or if you earn an extra skill slot you can acquire a skill that maybe you skipped over earlier."

"I thought you were just given all of your class skills when you earned the level?"

"You do until level seven. That is when you have to start choosing as you usually only get two skill slots per level. One thing to remember though is these skill slots are only for new skills you may also get upgrades to existing skills if the next level is unlocked at that level, although, this will automatically take one of your free skill slots. Then some skills are passive like my Appraisal that doesn't require an actual slot to use."

"It all seems overly complicated," I said frowning.

"It can be, but the system is extremely diverse. You got a large list of possible classes when the system came online correct?"

"Yes."

"Well, that list was only classes that were known to your world, through stories or jobs or anything that may have existed in your histories. Now when you hit level 20 you will also see every single job available on the System from every planet, because of this bounty of choices the system has to be a bit... flexible," Frathsar said with a smile.

I decided to mull over that information while I browsed his wares

"Can I see this staff?"

"Which one?"

"Um, how do I show you?"

"Again my apologies, just touch the item and flick it in my direction."

I did as the merchant asked, I should have realized it was that simple but I had been paying more attention to his story than the interface and how it worked.

"Ah yes an iron capped staff, simple but a very effective weapon, please hold on while I retrieve it for your inspection."

He scrambled up the steps and I could hear him digging around inside the wagon, I'm pretty sure I even heard him curse in his native language. Something else I saw on the list was a gun, well it said laz pistol, but that item had disappeared when I filtered down by affordability. There were magic and melee weapons, and I had a gun, I guess I couldn't dismiss advanced technology being available as well. I would ask him about it. The dragon-man returned a few minutes later dragging a 6-foot pole.

"Here you are, try it out let me know what you think," he said handing me the staff.

"Awfully trusting aren't you?"

Not that I wanted him to second guess me but I didn't want him being ripped off by other people.

"Do not worry, Paul, even if I didn't trust you, you cannot move past my bubble while still holding the staff, until you purchased it that is. You also cannot harm me while inside my protective sphere or you will be forced out by the inherent magic," he said without any malice.

"Good to know, but you are right I would never steal from you or harm you unless you tried to harm me first. I'm a live and let live kind of guy. You should be careful around some humans though, we aren't known as a species that tolerates differences very well."

"Oh, I have met plenty of humans before, I am well aware of their proclivities."

This news threw me for a loop this would mean humans existed on other planets. I decided to think about all this information later. For now, I tested the staff. Surprisingly it was lighter than my current "staff" which was just a trimmed tree branch, heck it wasn't even completely straight just as straight a stick as I could find in the short time I had. I gave the staff a twirl, then a thrust and an overhead swing letting my hand slide to the end of the iron cap, something I couldn't do on the homemade staff. It felt good.

"I will take the staff and the basic identify spell," I said having looked at both spell options.

Identify: Displays the identity and levels of monsters and people within 50m, upgradable, passive ability. No slot required. Just need to actively concentrate on the target

The other identify spell had more features but for a much higher price.

Identify Flora and Fauna: Displays the identity of flora and fauna including levels and class if available

I saw there were upgrades for the cheaper version to include those same features later if I wanted them but were unneeded at the moment as far as I was concerned. With the Identify spell, I could at least know the level of the beast I was fighting.

"I thought you might like the skill so I brought that out with me as well," Frathsar said handing me a silver plate about the size of a credit card.

As soon as I touched the plate the information on the skill transferred into my mind and the plate turned into motes of light. I looked over at Frathsar and saw a title and level displayed above his head.

Frathsar | Merchant Extraordinaire | Level 14

I chuckled, here I thought he was just hyping himself up, no his actual class was exactly what he said it was. I was also surprised by his high level so I simply asked what was on my mind.

"Frathsar, you're level 14, surely you could have easily defeated the goblins?"

"Like I said before they got the jump on me, I can't attack outside of my shield. I would have to allow them in, and because goblins aren't named I would have to invite them all in. Five I could take easily," then I noticed him looking around with a bit of worry, "Where there is one goblin there are usually many more," he said in a lower tone.

I decided to look around as well since I was a good deal taller but saw no other goblins. Just an open expanse like I saw before.

"Looks clear to me."

"That's even more worrying, it could mean a goblin dungeon around here and these are just the rabble that was booted from the hive."

Upon hearing the word dungeon, something in me stirred. Logically I knew it was safer to stick with this Merchant and head back to town, to be safe and sound. That was the boring old me though, the new me wanted more. Perhaps not to risk death but maybe to test myself and see just how far I could go with these new powers. I felt I would be relatively safe with my healing magic.

"I might have a look around," I replied, but before I did that I went over my new staff's stats, now that I had something to compare my old staff to.

Crafted Ironwood staff

Quality: Low

Damage: 12-24 bludgeoning x2 critical damage

Iron Capped Staff

Quality: Average

Damage: 15-32 bludgeoning x2.5 critical damage

Not too shabby, while my old staff had some decent damage the big wow factor was the critical damage boost.

"Before you go, Paul, please take these as a token of my thanks."

"Hmm?" I said lost in my thoughts, "Oh no, that's not necessary," I said trying to wave him off.

"I insist, and it's considered rude to refuse a gift," he said, handing me a leather something or other with two items on top.

The two items on top turned out to be a health and mana auto-injectors. Well, I guess that answers my question about advanced technology.

"Just press the injector against your skin and it will refill 100 health and 100 mana respectively."

Next, I looked at the leather.

Leather Jerkin

Quality: Low

Armor: 5

Slashing resistance: 15%

It wouldn't fit over my hoodie but I could put it over my shirt. It was essentially a leather vest. Frathsar helped me tighten the straps and showed me how to remove it without having to readjust it every time I took it off. I slid my hoodie back on over it and you couldn't even tell that I was wearing it.

"Thanks again Frathsar, I wish you the best of luck in your endeavors. If you are looking for larger towns I suggest you head south," I said, pointing the way he had come from, "there are larger cities down that way, it will also be warmer. Now I don't know how far the nearest city is due to this rending caused by the system but I was about a day's walk away before I ran into you. This road should take you straight there. I may meet up with you again. I want to see about this dungeon."

"Be safe Paul, and I would advise against entering the dungeon alone, note the location, and bring a party back to clear it if you must."

We waved to each other as the merchant turned his cart around and started walking back the way he had come.

            

    
        Chapter 5: Stinky Goblin hole

    
    
    
    
                It didn't take me more than 10 minutes to find the dungeon, or lair, or whatever it was. The smell is what led me to it. I watched, crouched low over a hill a few hundred feet away. There were about seven of the stinky green things milling about outside of a rock outcropping with a large cave entrance.

"I should have taken a stealth character or a ranged class," I mumbled to myself, "Well no pain no gain," I said, backing down the little hill. I wanted to test my new skills out, and although, I didn't know the goblin levels they looked exactly like the ones I killed earlier. If that was the case I would continue into the cave. If they were significantly higher level or more numerous than I thought I could handle I would run.

I checked the time of day from the position of the sun learning about how to do it from some nature show, seemed to be around early afternoon. That gave me three or four hours before dusk, plenty of time. Heck, even the sun was in my favor coming from my back as I approached the cave. All my buffs were topped off and my mana had recharged. I glanced at my stats as I was on edge for the fight ahead.

Strength: 11(+2)

Endurance: 15

Agility: 12(+2)

Perception: 12(+1)

Intelligence: 14

Wisdom: 13

Charisma: 11

Luck: 12

HP: 363

Mana: 308

Mana Regen(min): 52

I now had a respectable mana regeneration rate of almost one per second. It wouldn't keep me going long but I wouldn't have to stand around forever after refreshing my spells either. I was nearing the closest spot I could get to without being spotted, still a good fifty feet away from the cave entrance.

I waited until all the little green pukes were looking the other way, then I made my move. I sprinted another 15 feet before one of the goblins spotted me, squeaking out an alarm. I cast Earth Fist on the one that spotted me, the spell cast differently than my healing or buff, there was no vocal component to it. I just had to think the name and direct my intent to where I wanted the attack to emerge from the ground, and bam. The Kerbal space program is born.

"Godspeed, Jeb," I said, giving it a quick one-finger salute.

'It's not the speed that kills you it's the sudden stop,' I thought, as an XP notice appeared when the creature hit the ground. I was close enough now to see the goblins' levels.

Goblin | Outcasts | Level 1

The six remaining green skins charged at me, well, when I mean charge more like they tottled over to me at a speed slightly faster than my walking speed. These things were weaker than an anti-vaxer's kid. I sidestepped the first green missile as he leaped toward me bone dagger ready to slice me open.

Already I could tell my adrenaline wasn't surging as much as my previous fights. These creatures didn't stir thoughts of panic or danger like with the Bear, or even those weird dog-like things in the forest. That was good for me, it meant I could be a little more experimental with my attacks.

I stepped to the side opposite the goblin's dagger hand and gave him a cheery smile. He gave out a squeal of rage as he realized he couldn't swing his arm back far enough to hit me on this side. I hauled back my foot and booted him in the rib as he flew past, sending him sprawling. The next one managed to stab me in the leg, the knife barely sharp enough to cut through my jeans. I hissed and pulled my leg back, not expecting the attack. My focus on the one I kicked the little green bastard had buried the short dagger into my thigh. Right in the meaty bit.

"Ow, you wee bastard!" I muttered angrily, avoiding putting too much pressure on that leg until I healed it.

Before he could reach over and jerk the knife out of my thigh I snapped my staff down across his twig-like arm. The snap of bone and accompanying scream from the goblin was worth the pain I was experiencing. It dropped to the ground clutching at its mangled arm. I ripped the dagger free with a grunt of pain and a gush of blood, tossing it aside as I cast my Rejuvenate spell. That's one down two out for a bit.

I met the next two goblins with a wide sweep of my staff; one was even smart enough to dodge. The other made the mistake of trying to block my strike with his club, which was no more than a thick stick. The force behind my blow pushed his weapon and my weapon into his head followed by another XP notice. I quickly backpedaled away from a slash at my belly nearly falling over as I put weight on my still healing leg. Managing to stay upright, I grabbed the offender around the arm and tossed him into the other goblin trying to jab me with the pointy end of a stick. They both went down in a heap and I was about to finish them off when something stabbed me in the back.

My back arched away from the pain reflexively as I screamed, "Motha fu."

I spun around meeting the gaze of the goblin that had come at me first, the bastard I had kicked away. Realizing I had been an idiot to turn my back on the creature while it still lived. I could feel the knife moving in my lower back. While it wasn't long enough to hit any vital organs it still caused me a great deal of pain as I moved.

Luckily I was still healing. In my rage mostly at my idiocy, I pulled the weapon out and returned it to him blade first as the goblin looked at me in shock. He must have thought that attack would do me in. I smashed the bone dagger down so hard into his head that the handle snapped off in my hand. My anger not sated I wheeled around smashing another goblin in the ribs as he tried to sneak up on me. As he doubled over from my blow I smashed him over the head, that's four down. The two I threw into each other were finally getting up and the one with the broken arm was still rolling on the ground crying.

I lunged at the stick-wielding goblin and he screamed in surprise as I smashed his face in with a quick jab.  The force of my blow knocking him back to fall over his friend that was trying to get up, knocking them both down again. I dispatched the three remaining goblins with quick strikes.

After the fight, I looted the bodies and got five credits for my troubles. There were, of course, the weapons and goblin ears but I tossed them. I didn't want that nasty shite in my bag. I stopped to reevaluate the goblins and my chances of surviving. I liked my odds so I decided to carry on, looking toward the cave opening. It was tall enough for me to stand upright which was good but it wasn't very wide, certainly not wide enough for me to swing my staff horizontally. I would have to keep that in mind while attacking.

"Well, let's go say hi to the neighbors," I said, entering the dark tunnel.

I thrust out with my staff and another goblin fell clutching his chest. My staff blow, easily caving in his ribs. I lost count of the little green shits after they tried swarming me. They weren't all that bright though and managed to get stuck shoulder to shoulder as they all trying to rush me at once. I had been a bit scared at first seeing the mass of goblins heading towards me. But the cave was so tight in spots that I barely fit through, making it perfect to control the enemy numbers.

I simply stayed out of reach of the goblins and tried aiming for spots that I know would disable or cripple the creatures. As the goblins managed to break through one bottleneck I made the mistake of firing my pistol at them in panic. My ears were still ringing from that shot so I put it away.

Instead, I now carried my flashlight, which was a windup powered gizmo I had purchased last year. Turns out it still worked after the System came into being. I did have to stop and wind it every thirty minutes or so and it wasn't all that bright but it was enough to see by so that's all that mattered. I thrust out again at a goblin trying to crawl over the dead and injured that blocked the tunnel ahead of me.

My staff hit in the wrist and it yowled in pain dropping its weapon. I was conserving my mana at the moment, just waiting for the tide of stinky green goblins to stop. The fear and trepidation I first felt had fled as I was filled with the joy of battle, which seemed to grow as more experience flooded into my body. Each spell I cast heightening the thrill I felt. Primal energies flowing through my body, it all made me feel... so alive!

When my mana maxed out I cast Earth Fist on the corpse pile scattering the bodies and those behind. This would usually kill any injured in the pile and disrupt the ones behind for a few seconds. I took advantage of this momentary calm to sprint forward and bash three more goblins. This went on for a good half hour before quiet finally took over.

What I had come to call my battle lust faded as the battle ended. Glad I wasn't suffering withdrawal symptoms as I took this time to have a drink from my bottled water and an energy bar. I figured this lust was a combination of adrenaline, experience, and the arcane powers I wielded, mixing to create something that put what a normal adrenaline junkie felt to shame. I just hoped it wasn't addictive. While I enjoyed the feeling and the fighting, I didn't want to have to live the rest of my life going from fight to fight just to feel something.

I also took the time to look at my experience bar. I still needed more time and a safer spot before I went over all the damn notifications that were piling up.

You have reached level 4, modifiers increased by 1

I had managed to sort out the level up notification while fighting and it was the only one I was willing to read at the moment.

HP: 310/380

Mana: 262/322

Mana Regen(min): 65

I cast Healing Touch on myself and moved on down the tunnel. Occasionally I had to stop and clear a side passage while making sure the goblins didn't sneak up behind me. Fool me once shame on me, fool me twice and I'll get angry. I bashed and jabbed my way further into the dungeon until I finally made it to a large open cave.

I stopped just shy of the cave entrance. One reason was to look around and also to recover my mana and health some more. I must have slaughtered sixty of the little green bastards by now. Deciding it was a good time to refresh my buffs. This dropped my mana to 20 and I was sorely tempted to use my mana potion but held off. I figured if the monsters in here were content to let me sit and recharge, who was I to complain?

In the cave, I could see half a dozen goblins. These appeared to be larger than the rest I fought. There was also a goblin holding a staff, sitting on a throne of bones. They were close enough to use identify on, so I did.

Goblin | Brute | Level 2

Goblin | Shaman | Level 5

Not good. I needed to get rid of the Shaman as quickly as possible; I could probably take the six brutes on easily enough. I formulated a quick plan in my head, that I hoped would work. A quick glance at my mana showed it to be at 251. 'That should be enough,' I thought as I cast my strength buff and moved into the cavern.

As soon as I crossed the threshold I got a notification.

You have entered the Goblin Lair, Level 1 dungeon, recommended level '6', or party of 3 of any lower level

Odd that the System would wait until I entered this room to notify me that I was in a dungeon. Oh well. I rushed towards the closest brute, twirling my staff now that I had enough room to move and cracked him hard against the shield that he managed to put up in time to block. The blow left my hands stinging but sent the monster sprawling to the ground where he dropped his sword. I kept my eyes on the rest of the creatures and when I saw the Shaman casting a spell I Earth Fisted him right in the baby maker. I swear he shrieked into the ultrasonic range as his spell flew wide.

I wasn't sure what type of spell it was, some sort of black miasma. No thanks. I imbued my next attack with Aura Strike and feigned a strike to the other shield bearer. Predictably he covered his body with the shield and I changed the angle of my strike to his leg. The leg buckled and cracked under the blow sending him down in a heap.

I leaped back as two more slashed and stabbed at me. One sliced my leg and the other hit me in the torso but didn't have enough force to punch through my armor. The pain in my leg was muted by the battle lust and I only winced a little as the wound bled freely. I grabbed the offending goblin's spear pulling him off balance while kicking his leg out from under him. As he went down I reared back slamming the end of my staff into his back. I saw my experience tick up as I leaped back to avoid another strike. The downed and injured goblins were beginning to recover.

A glance over showed even the Shaman was recovering. 'Shit, my Earth Fist spell was still on cooldown,' I thought frantically, knowing I had to keep the Shaman occupied.

"Hope you assholes like gunfire," I said pulling the pistol out and firing three quick rounds at the Shaman.

Of course, my accuracy was shit with one hand, and with him being across the room I missed two of the shots. The third hit him in the leg but the wound was minor, the big benefit of firing off the gun was they had all stopped to grab their ears. Bigger ears more sensitivity I guess. I fired off the last of the magazine into the closest shield wielder, who had dropped his defense. It wasn't enough to kill him but he lay on the ground bleeding from 4 gunshot wounds.

I re-holstered the pistol taking my staff in both hands and dashed forward, knocking aside the sword thrust and backhanding him with my staff. He fell over with a grunt and I had a clear path to the Shaman. I rushed at him even as he began to cast another spell.

'In for a penny in for a pound,' I thought, casting Rejuvenate. The shaman's spell hit me hard, this time a green glob struck me right in the torso. It wasn't quite enough to knock me over but I did stumble. I could hear a sizzling sound.

"Fucking acid," I roared closing the distance to the shaman as he tried to cast yet another spell. I swung my staff and he stepped back managing to avoid the strike but it seemed to disrupt his casting. He quickly tried to cast again but I was upon him now. With a jab, and a slash I had him on the defensive.

The acid had finally eaten through my armor and was dripping down my skin. It was taking all my endurance and will to focus on the battle at hand and not drop into a screaming pile of agony on the ground as that would surely end with my demise. I just had to trust in my healing to numb the pain and get me through this battle.

I needed to end the fight between the Shaman and I soon so the other goblins wouldn't stab me in the back. I cast Healing Touch on myself as I swung wildly at the creature, my blows being fueled by the pain now more than the battle high I experienced before. Slowly whittling away its health. I doubt it had a large health pool but it kept deflecting my attacks completely or partially. My focus wavering as I endured the burning pain in my chest and stomach.

That was fine, I had managed to hold out long enough for my Earth Fist spell to come off cooldown and I cast it again. The Earth Fist hit the goblin Shaman in the side and as it bent over in pain I slammed my staff down on its collarbone crushing its neck. I quickly spun around just in time to deflect a spear from one of the Brutes.

I was in so much pain from the acid that slowly dripped down my chest that I nearly fell over. I grit my teeth and fought on. Pain is the mind-killer, I shall feel no pain. All of the mobile brutes were on me now and I spent most of my time avoiding attacks and trying to deflect them. I was starting to run out of steam and knew if I didn't change the course of battle I was going to die. The one upside was that the acid had finally stopped burning as my spells worked to heal the damage wrought on my sensitive skin.

I stepped back and quickly jabbed the mana potion into my thigh before the goblin could take advantage of my moment of weakness. I immediately recast Rejuvenate and Healing Touch and ran into the closest goblin-like a linebacker on a mission. I felt the goblins sword slide through my hip but the pain was nowhere near as excruciating as the acid burn, I gritted my teeth as I used my staff like a cudgel. Bash and thrust and swing. I lost myself to the battle.

I sat there among the remains panting from exhaustion and bloody, a large hole in my hoodie and leather jerkin where the acid orb impacted. I got the name of the spell from the damage notification. I was sore all over despite all of my healing. 'Programmers weren't designed to move this much,' I thought, a little bit of my previous life slipping through. After looking around I decided this was a safe enough location to finally go over my notifications and adjust my H.U.D. properly. I piled up all the bodies in the entrance to the cave after looting them.

I cleared out the notices from the bear and the wisperlings, I guess that's what those forest creatures were called. I lucked out and they were all level one. Well, all except the Bear. One thing I did note about the bear fight was my final blow. It was way more damage than should have been possible for me even with the critical damage. I guess the system took velocity into account when calculating damage. I would keep that in mind that might come in handy later.

I also cleared out the notices from the goblin outcasts, and goblin fodder. They had all been level ones. The Goblin Brutes had done a decent amount of damage when they hit me. One strike had taken nearly forty hp from me. That paled in comparison to that damn Shaman. That one acid orb did 100 damage and an additional 5 damage per second for 20 seconds taking off nearly two-thirds of my health. If I hadn't disrupted two of his spells I would likely be dead even with my healing. Then I looked at my next notification.

Congratulations you are the first solo adventurer on Earth to clear a dungeon. For this epic feat, you have been awarded 1 free skill slot

*Error: level too low* your free skill slot will be held until level 7

 For clearing this dungeon solo you have been awarded 300 credits, for being the first person to clear this dungeon you have been awarded 200 additional credits.

You have earned the title Goblin Scourge 15% additional damage when fighting goblinoids.

The title was nice but the credits were nicer. I even still had some leftover from my barter session with Frathsar. This was more credits then my entire item sale ended up being. I also looted an additional 25 from the goblins. There was only one other noteworthy item.

Magic stick

Weapon type: Rod

Quality: Low

This rod grants the user 20% additional magic damage

I stuffed it in my pack since it wouldn't help me all that much. My last notification was the best.

You have reached level 5, modifiers increased by 1

5 free attribute points available

Rock skin: Defense up by 10% for 60 min 25m range, Cost 50 mana, cooldown 1min

Lesser Rejuvenate: Heals 80hp over 30s 25m range, cost 25 mana, cooldown 30sec

Shield: Grants a shield that absorbs 15% of damage for 5m, cost 40 mana, cooldown 1min

I only received one new spell but the increase to Rejuvenate and Shield was nice. Now what to do with the attribute points? From using my skills and weapon I learned that Strength wasn't all that important for my class. Mana and regeneration rate were becoming far more important along with agility. I decided on putting 2 in intelligence, 1 in wisdom, 1 in agility, and 1 in endurance. This way I would boost my only ranged ability's damage as well. A quick look at my stats and I was happy.

Strength: 11(+2)

Endurance: 16

Agility: 13(+2)

Perception: 12(+1)

Intelligence: 16

Wisdom: 14

Charisma: 11

Luck: 12

HP: 384(423)

Mana: 384

Mana Regen(min): 84

After I assigned my points I dithered about in the cave for another twenty minutes or so, adjusting my interface and making it only show the information I needed. I didn't really care about damage stats unless they went above a certain threshold. This way if I managed to cause a massive amount of damage with some action I could try to repeat it.

My Area of Denial spell was finally reset from my battle with the bear. Hard to believe it had only been three hours since that battle. It was hard to figure out the exact experience needed to level since the bar had no numbers associated with it and I only ever got exact experience notices from doing something unique. Would farming goblins raise my level quickly? Somehow I doubted that. So that meant looking for stronger opponents to fight or more dungeons to clear. Both options had their positives and negatives.

Obviously, if I could find more creatures like the bear to fight I would level faster. Fighting that monster brought me almost three-quarters of the way to level 3. With my skills and ability to heal I should look for more solo monsters of higher levels to fight. It's too bad I had no way to find monsters. I had to be careful though. I didn't know if there were specified level-specific zones like RPG's or if monsters of any given level could be around the corner. While this option was the most controllable if I could find a solo creature to fight. It would do me no favors to run into a monster of level 10 or above, or a large pack of monsters my level.

The dungeon route was easy since I could control the flow of enemies with the tight tunnels. Although, there were no guarantee future dungeons would be tight tunnels. Looking for more dungeons in the near future might be an option, or maybe I could find some friends. Someone willing to party up and explore dungeons with me. That was for the future though. Right now I needed to get to the next town, maybe I could catch up to Frathsar. It would be nice for someone to have my back even it was just a merchant.

            

    
        Chapter 6: Well there goes the neighborhood

    
    
    
    
                I did manage to catch up to the merchant, or what was left of him and his cart. The trail of black smoke is what drew me off the road and towards the grisly scene. I had hurried over to see if I could offer assistance to whoever was in trouble, forgetting for the moment that there were dangerous creatures about. It appeared he tried to flee from something. The large area of the burned field around the remains attested to that.

'God I hope a dragon didn't do this,' I thought, scanning the sky.

 It didn't take me long to piece the scene together. The dozens of odd tracks leading to and around the site spoke of a desperate flight and last stand. Not of some magical aerial predator. The only reason I knew it was Frathsar were the few bits of unburnt carriage that poked through the glowing pile of ash, still sporting the flamboyant colors from his cart that I remembered from when I first spotted it. I poked at the pile with a stick but only produced ash and bits of wood.

"Rest in peace Merchant Extraordinaire," I said turning from the scene.

Burying the dead would have been the right thing to do but I didn't want to get caught out here by whatever had caught up to the merchant. No matter how much I liked him. He was gone and I was still very much alive and still very much not safe.

From this point forward I decided to shadow the road. The tracks of the killers heading directly back to the road at a southerly direction had nothing to do with it, at least that's what I told myself. This was a tougher hike but allowed me to flit between the sparse clumps of trees on the far sides of the unplowed fields.

The land had changed again and now more closely resembled the farmland I had expected to see on my journey south. I also spotted a few burned-out cars and houses along the way. Although, I was too far away from the road to see any bodies and I would keep it that way for now. Despite this, I knew there would be dead along the road or near the burned out houses. Whatever had killed Frathsar had come through and torched everything they came across. This spoke of some semblance of intelligence so I needed to be careful.

After about an hour of hedgerow hopscotch I spotted the culprit of the fires, or should I say, culprits. There appeared to be a group of about twenty humanoids walking down the center of the road with a few pulling a large wagon. When they neared a house a group would split off and break down the door. I assumed they ransacked the building before burning it down, rejoining the rest of the group, and continuing on to the next.

There were a few pops when the beasts were inside one of the houses which I assumed were gunshots. The creatures returning a few minutes later carrying some items none of the monsters appearing to be wounded. I looked farther down the road and could see what appeared to be people fleeing in the distance. I did hear a couple more gunshots and it looks like someone had managed to actually hit one of the monsters before the group of monsters screamed and rushed the unlucky individual.

From my experience guns didn't seem to be all that effective in this new system, probably because they had no way to gain damage like my staff unless you hit a critical spot because they weren't tied to an attribute. Even the damage boost that they got from the velocity of the round was muted by even minor armor or thick skin. I noticed the group left the injured monster behind and I choose this time to see what I was dealing with.

I crept up to the prone monster with all the stealth of an elephant but it didn't seem to mind. I guess being unconscious would sap the worry of unseen assassins from you. I could see the bleeding wound on its head, looks like the bullet had grazed it leaving a nice gash but failing to pierce the frog man's skull, instead only glancing off and knocking the beast unconscious. I didn't know how long it would be out so I hurried along,  quickly looking at it with Identify.

Sulid | Warrior | Level 7                                                                                                       

These creatures resembled giant toads, with wide fat heads and body, with skinny legs and arms that only helped to define the ropy muscles underneath.

"Never skip leg day," I said bringing my staff down on his head repeatedly until I saw the XP notice. It took more blows than I would have liked and I decided to try and avoid any melee combat with these creatures at my current level.

The creature had dropped its weapon when it was shot, a dirty looking short spear with a green sheen on the blade. It was most likely poisoned so I left it alone. I really needed a larger storage item I was missing out on so much loot. I quickly looted the creature's body, taking a moment to go over my haul.

30 credits

Poison vial

Iron dagger

Unfortunately, my luck didn't hold and the creatures spotted me as I made my way through the field. A smaller group broke off to chase me down.

'Shit, time to go.'

I managed to make it to a two-story farmhouse, the front door closed but unlocked. I looked back realizing I had maybe a few minutes before the creatures caught up to me. They seemed to have endless stamina, but I was huffing and puffing by this point, the run through the muddy field having sapped away a lot of my strength. I came up with a quick plan as I ran into the house. On my way towards the house, I spotted a cellar door around back. If it was operable my plan should work.

I blocked the front door with some furniture. It wouldn't hold long but it should buy me some time. I ran around the first floor until I found the basement. Peering down from the top I saw a few wooden beams holding up the first floor and I could see the cellar stairs on the far side. Just then I heard pounding on the front door. I rushed down the stairs to the exterior door. It was only held closed by a bolt and easily swung open. Just then I heard the front door shatter and the creature's feet pounding on the floor above me.

I rushed over to one of the beams smashing into it. There was a loud groan as the beam shifted to an odd angle and but held, It would work. I could hear some noises from upstairs and heard the pounding of feet getting closer to the basement. I rushed back over to the cellar door. This time I cast Earth Fist on the second column just as the creatures made it to the stairs. The column bust apart from the impact of my spell, causing the entire house to groan. The last post cracked as it wasn't designed to hold up this much weight and the house started caving in as I exited the basement. I heard a few muffled grunts and choked cries as the house came down on the Sulid.

As a little bit of revenge, I pulled out my lighter and a strip of tinder I carried for camping. Once I got the piece of firestarter going good I tossed it into the old house. The place went up in minutes, burning the Sulid trapped within.

"That's what you fuckers get for burning my friend," I said and spit, rushing along the side of the house.

I missed being impaled by a thrown spear by only inches as it flew in front of my face. Fear was written plainly on my face, as I turned I saw the rest of the Sulid barreling at me. I ran for my life as the creatures chased me. Angry at my audacity to challenge them.

Luckily the forerunner had to stop to retrieve his spear giving me breathing room. I appeared to be slightly faster than these creatures as I looked desperately for some way to escape their clutches. It was no good. The area was just too open. I spotted another house, this one a ranch style and ran towards that. Hoping that I could fool them long enough to escape out the back before they could surround the house.

I was still tired from my first run so I barely made it to the house as spears started flying through the air. The front door was wide open and I dashed inside slamming it closed behind me. A spear thudding into the door, almost impaling me in the process as the wickedly barbed tip came through the wood. I dead bolted the door and pushed anything I could in front of it before running to the back.

This is where I ran into a snag in my plan. The back door had been barricaded with wooden boards from the inside. I realized I had seen similar boards near the front door but was in too much of a panic to put two and two together. I looked around frantically for a way to escape but it was too late, I could already see shadows running past the windows to cut off that possibility.

'Think. Think. Think...'

An insane idea formed in my mind. I pulled the gas stove out ripping the line open, I did this for the gas water heater too. All the while the creatures tried to rip their way into the house. I could already smell the gas and was getting slightly light-headed so I decided to enact the next part of my plan. My Area of Denial spell burst into being and I took a deep breath of fresh air as the spell pushed the harmful gas away from me. This gave me a lot more confidence in my plan actually working.

I heard the front door beginning to crack and I fumbled to pull out my lighter.

'God, I hope this works.'

I sparked the lighter letting the small flame form. Just some generic windproof lighter I purchased for camping, with a flick I tossed the lighter through my barrier and closed my eyes.

I heard a whoosh and a muffled boom as the gas ignited, my spell protecting me from even the sound. I waited a full fifteen seconds to open my eyes. I couldn't wait any longer as I would need the other time to escape the house if my plan failed. The house or what was left of it was strewn about the yard and field. Leaving me standing on the only intact bit of flooring, everything else stripped away to bare concrete by the blast. Pieces of insulation were still falling and little fires were burning on some bits. I looked at my notifications and noticed only four deaths as well as the five from the previous house.

I heaved a sigh of relief at knowing my desperate gambit had worked. I stepped over the broken bits of house and got to work mopping up any survivors. It was hardly sporting or honorable to kill the wounded and sometimes crippled creatures but I sucked up my compassion and split heads like I was trying to hoe a garden. They got what was coming to them after their reign of terror, and I would be damned if I let them live to continue to carry out more acts of murder.

Only once did I have to fend off an attack from any of the survivors.

Sulid | War Leader | Level 8

The War Leader stabbed out at me with its one good arm. The other ripped and bleeding barely attached. I batted the feeble strike to the side jabbing him with a quick Aura Strike just to be safe. He took the blow and tried striking again but I had rotated to his weak side.

"How did you survive," It croaked out through bleeding lips.

"Ah, so beasts can speak. Don't worry Kermit you won't live long enough to need that information."

The war leader snarled at me and I feigned a lunging strike. It brought its spear up to strike out where I should have been but I dropped into a crouch sweeping my staff around and into his legs. The weakened War Leader toppled to the side as he tried to lift his leg to avoid the strike, forgetting that he was unbalanced due to his injured arm. As he fell I capitalized by slamming my staff down on his head, at the same time I cast earth fist from the other side. His head deformed like a dropped watermelon between my staff and the fist and I got the last notification and a level up.

Your blow has done critical combo damage, damage x4

You have reached level 6, modifiers increased by 1

For single-handedly defeating a war party you have earned the title Knight of Retribution 10% additional damage against evil creatures

Cleanse: Cleanses the body of most impurities and diseases 25m range, Cost 20 mana, cooldown 30sec

Flurry of Blows: You can strike the target with a series of rapid strikes; Number of strikes is based on AGI modifier, Cost 50 mana, cooldown 1min

The Cleanse was nice, hopefully, that covered poisons I wouldn't know until I was afflicted. I sure as hell wasn't going to test the theory by stabbing myself with one of the Sulid's weapons. The Flurry spell gave me a lot of utility up close. I cast it and jabbed my staff out. The strikes were a blur but I managed to count six. I didn't feel quite as in control of the weapon though so I would need to watch that ability. A quick look around showed no more of the creatures either on the road or within sight so I got to searching the corpses.

I found an additional 150 credits, 3 more poison bottles, and a key. I looked towards the cart on the road that they had been stockpiling the looted items on and made my way over. What I found was a bunch of junk. There were pots and pans, bottles of shampoo, and cleaners; seriously what the hell. The only thing of note was a small chest. I stuck the key in and turned the lock. There was a soft click and a sharp pain.

I hissed and pulled my hand back, "Fuck, that hurt," I said, waving my hand, a drop of blood spilling out from my finger.

You have been poisoned

"Gee ya think," I said sarcastically to the floating message, 'Well I did want to test my skill.'

I cast Cleanse and the little poisoned icon went away. I cast a quick Rejuvenate on myself to top up my hit points and decided to refresh all of my abilities that had long cooldowns. This left me with a whopping 5 mana and one hell of a headache. I had never drained my mana this low previously because I only had the one long term buff before.

"Ok note to self don't drain all my mana in one go."

I shook my head as the ache started to clear when my mana regeneration kicked in. I was recovering three mana every two seconds. Not great but not terrible. I went back to the box and lifted the now unlocked lid. What I found inside was astounding, I didn't even know what to say. I pulled out the remote control for a TV.

"Are you f-ing kidding me with this shit?" I turned it around, "It doesn't even have batteries in it!" I screamed as I tossed the useless device into the field. I kicked the cart for good measure, managing to hurt my foot more than the cart and started back down the road towards the town.

Anyone close enough to witness the events would spread stories of the mad man that survived a house explosion killed off twenty high-level monsters and raved like a lunatic as he stomped off into the sunset.

            

    
        Chapter 7: The Town

    
    
    
    
                I crouched behind the burned-out remains of a truck, looking towards the town. It was the first sign that some bad shit had gone down but not the only one. Number two of the poo parade was the roaming groups of armed Sulid and other humanoids I could see. A once thriving community of nearly fourteen thousand people reduced to roaming mobs of monsters and other things. They say trouble comes in threes and the third would be the numerous sounds of gunfire in the distance.

"Well this is just wonderful," I sighed.

"Paul, what are you doing?"

I nearly leaped out of my shoes and I definitely didn't scream like a little girl when the unknown person managed to sneak up behind me unnoticed. I turned around to see someone I was not expecting to see again. Standing there without a care in the world was the green-skinned merchant extraordinaire.

"Frathsar? What... How...? I saw your corpse," I said in surprise.

"Apologies friend Paul, you weren't meant to see that scene. I was forced to abandon my cart and use an illusion scroll to escape the Sulid war party, knowing my shield would not outlast them. I had to keep far off the road. Turns out your people shoot first and ask questions later as well. Then I spotted you heading into town. How did you make it past the war party I expected them to arrive by now?"

"Well, I finished off the goblins then went to catch up to you. On my way, I found your burned out cart. As I approached the town, I ran into the same group that attacked you and had to fight them off. With a bit of luck on my side, I managed to catch them in a trap, killing them all."

"Well... I'm unsure how to respond. Thank you for dealing with that threat but you shouldn't put yourself in such dangerous conditions. You may also want to buy a skill to see through illusions. I would sell you one myself but alas I cannot access the majority of my wares until I can gain access to the Bazaar."

"The bazaar?" I asked deciding to wave away the merchant's concerns over my safety.

"Ah yes, forgive my forgetfulness. The Bazaar is the System market where all worlds can trade amongst all others. The building only appears in certain cities which is why I still have a job. I buy items from the Bazaar and sell them amongst cities that cannot or do not have access to this resource. My cart only contained a small selection of items I was bringing to a city up north in my previous world. The wares I was carrying were based on what those towns normally bought in the past. The loss of such goods will be a blow but I will survive and recover."

"Not sure this town will have a Bazaar," I said as I looked over the hood of the car. I could see some fighting in the distance, "I am not even sure this town is safe to enter."

The merchant glanced in the distance and pointed, "There are Royal Guard soldiers they should be able to quell the fighting and bring stability to this area in short order. Or at least provide us with someplace safe for the night."

I looked to where he was pointing but the distance was too far for me to make out the individuals he was referring to.

"Your perception must be higher than mine. Who are these Royal Guards?"

"They come from the previous world I was part of, it seems they have been transported as well. If I'm not mistaken I see the tower of the barracks in the distance. The whole building must have been transposed to your world. The system likes to do things like that. I suggest we make our way there for some safety."

Frathsar looked me up and down. "You have become much stronger since we parted ways but what happened to your armor?"

I looked down having completely forgotten about the large hole burned through my armor.

"Oh right, yea I took an acid orb to the chest in the goblin dungeon."

"You took on the entire dungeon? I had assumed you only killed the goblins outside the dungeon. That was foolish of you. Death was almost certain, how did you survive?"

"It wasn't all that hard," I muttered, "I have the ability to heal."

Frathsar looked at me in astonishment.

"The ability to heal outside of clergy is rare indeed," he looked around to make sure nobody was close enough to hear then leaned in towards me, "You should try to keep that a secret, people from my world, especially the clergy, would try to kill you. For them, healing is the domain of the gods, and only the devout are allowed to channel divine powers."

I chuckled..., "Wait you're serious. Hmm, it seems like a limited world view but who am I to say. It's not like my world didn't have its fair share of religious persecution. Alright, I will try to keep the skill hidden from people of your world."

I thought it would be unlikely to remain hidden long. I wouldn't sacrifice my safety or those of friends for the sake of some unknown deity or priest. I thought there might be a way around this but would have to think about it some more.

"With our combined skills, I think we shouldn't have much to worry about if we travel together. Although I do not have any combat based abilities, I do have some illusion and misdirection skills that should keep us from most of the fighting. Do you have any of the potions left?"

"I have the healing potion left."

"Good, good. Use that if you have to heal. Let us make haste to the barracks."

I shrugged and stood up.

"Alright, let's go."

***

Meanwhile, on the other end of town, a bloody fight had just ended. Spent casings littered the ground.

"You.. you can't do this," The Officer said through gasping breaths, his lungs filling with blood. They had managed to save over fifteen hundred people from the monsters before they were forced to take refuge at the High School. They thought they were safe, but they had become a buffet for the true degenerates among humanity.

A small woman walked up to the dying officer and smiled, "I can do anything I want," she said, pointing at the dying man, a glow on her finger.

She had finished off the last remaining officer, it was now time to power level the rabble, what little she had gathered in this podunk little town. They had already shipped off over five-hundred of the surviving populace south. Unfortunately, for the rest of the survivors, they were out of collars. She expected at least a quarter of the slaves would survive their trip. It hardly mattered, there was always more. She watched as her men rushed into the building. Gunfire and screams followed. Occasionally she would pick off someone attempting to flee. They were the chattel, or people too afraid to use the System given gifts that were bestowed upon them. They didn't deserve to live in this new world.

***

The building Frathsar was talking about and our destination, looked to be about four miles away. I could just barely see something sticking up over the other buildings that I didn't recall being present when I drove through a few days ago. If I had to guess it was just to the south side of downtown.

You have been invited to a party by Frathsar do you wish to accept Y/N

I thought yes and saw a green icon appear above Frathsar along with his health and mana bar.

"This will help us support each other and if we get separated will provide us with an icon we can see as long as we are within a few miles. I will cast my spell on us, it is a minor redirect spell that prevents direct sight of us from unaware foes. The effect is broken by attacking or with a high enough perception. Keep an eye out for any particularly wary foes."

"Sounds good, I will cast my buffs, although, I may not be able to cast them all right now. I can boost agility, HP, and defense."

Frathsar nodded and I cast Wind Walk, Endure, and Rock Skin on us. That left me with fifty mana and just a slight ache in my head that quickly went away as my mana started filling back up. I would wait to cast Giant Strength and Shield until they were needed.

We made our way at a quick jog towards downtown. I had a good estimate of what my endurance stat meant now since the start of my journey. I could clear the distance of a half marathon in record time just barely. So I figured having 15 of a stat would be prime physical condition and I had slightly over that for endurance. I only managed to figure this out because of the wind-up wristwatch I found in the back of the Sulid wagon. The only item I found worth anything.

The hour wasn't correct on the watch but it was a close estimate of what time it should be. It worked well enough for me. A quick glance at the watch showed it to be a bit after 5:30 pm.

After a few minutes, we had to cut down a side street as a battle broke out between what appeared to be locals from their guns and a group of Royal Guard and for good measure a group of six Sulid.

We didn't get close enough to see levels but I saw the Royal Guard and red hats cut apart the Sulid then start going at each other. I left them to their fate I had no intention of getting involved with the locals, it was bad enough I grew up in this town.

I had bitter memories from the long drawn out court battle to try and prosecute the drunken man that slammed his car into my family's minivan, killing all of them. Turns out he had been the mayor's son and the judge let him off with a piddly sentence of six month's house arrest. That wasn't even the worst part, the town re-elected both the mayor and the judge more than once after that. Now, I didn't think so highly of myself to expect my family's death to mean anything to these people. That didn't mean I had to care about them either. It was the main reason I moved away in the first place.

Moving down the streets, our luck ran out a few minutes later when we were walking around a corner and literally ran into a group of five Sulid.

"Oof," escaped my lips as I ran headlong into a Sulid.

We both went down and I heard the burbling warble of their speech before one stabbed me in the leg. I screamed from the pain and the poison coursing through my veins.

I struggled but couldn't get my staff into a good position so I pulled out the pistol and just unloaded the second magazine knowing it wouldn't do a whole lot of damage. I was right it didn't kill the creature but it did force him back giving me enough time to get to my feet and face off against the three. What I found odd was the fact that they were all looking at different me's. I silently thanked Frathsar for the assist as he remained well behind me. Using the brief pause I checked out their levels

Sulid | Warriors | Level 8

Sulid | Brutalizer | Level 10

I took a step back on my good leg while casting Rejuvenate making sure to avoid putting too much pressure on my wounded leg. I knew Frathsar told me not to use healing in public but the spell didn't give off any tell tale signs so I figured it was safe enough to use here. I would cast cleanse as well but that spell produced a glow. I could use this injury to my advantage, the Sulid probably figuring I was worse off than I was as the wound was already closing. I took another step back and all three leaped together to try and spear their respective me as I landed on what they thought was my bad leg.

The leg was still sore but it held up as I pivoted out of the path of the spear and cast Flurry of Blows catching the surprised Sulid off guard. The effect of the spell was even more pronounced against an actual target than my earlier test. My staff shot out in a blur six times catching the creature in the face and chest. Blood and viscera splashed across me as my third strike ripped through the creature's skin striking deep into its chest causing it to collapse in a heap dead.

Before the other two Sulid could take advantage of the fact that they knew which image was the real me, I smashed the one to my right with an Earth Fist to its knee causing it to face plant the ground. I parried a stab from the one on the left and took another step back the pain only a dull ache now, casting Giant Strength. This caused me to take another stab but it hit my armor only causing minor damage since I was still poisoned from before. I kicked out at the creature but he was quick to hop back out of range. My battle lust was in full swing.

"No, no Pepe, you come back here," I said, rushing forward.

I cast Aura Strike on my staff and went at him with abandon. My staff was a blur of strikes thrusts and spins. He was able to dodge most of them with ease until I finally managed to land one strike to his hip. It wasn't a strong strike but it applied the debuff effect I had been waiting for.

"Paul, behind you!"

I threw myself to the side missing the fatal blow from the other downed enemy but wasn't fast enough to avoid the strike completely. I rolled back to my feet and jammed the healing potion into my leg. My heart pumping wildly as adrenaline and poison flowed through my veins. I tried casting Rejuvenate again but it was still on cool down. I could feel myself slowing due to the damn poison and I risked casting Cleanse knowing they would come at me when they saw the spell go off.

One did rush towards me, the other dropped over dead as a burst of bluish-green blasts came from Frathsar's direction. This also pulled the last remaining Sulid's attention just long enough for me to hit him with a quick jab to the throat.

Critical strike: You have crushed Sulid Brutilizer's windpipe, suffocating

I had decided to add disabling strikes to my popup messages so I could know the effect and capitalize. This one was pretty easy to see. The creature dropped its spear and clawed at its throat trying to get air. I lifted my staff over my head and with all the strength I could muster brought it down with a loud crack and squelch as liquid dribbled out of the creature's ears and its eyes rolled back in its head.

Critical strike: You have crushed Sulid Brutilizer's skull, brain-damaged

"How are you not dead," I said in surprise.

One more strike across the head was enough to finish the creature off.

"Level tens have a lot of health," I muttered, forgetting Frathsar was here.

"This one certainly did, Must have had a high endurance or some other boosting spell."

I just grunted in acknowledgment.

"What did you hit that one with?" I said, pointing to the one with burns all over it.

Frathsar pulled out what looked like a pistol and waved it for me to see. "Mana pistol," he said simply.

'I needed to get me one of those,' I thought.

"Time to loot?"

"If we are quick about it," he said, looking around to make sure there was no one in sight, "I can store everything in my bag until we are safe."

I quickly tossed everything that wasn't money towards the Merchant and it disappeared into his magic bag. I could really use one of those. The money got automatically split between us as we were in the same party.

"I don't need any of those items if you just want to pay me for my half I'll be fine," I said, prepping to leave.

I had to retrieve the backpack that had dropped off me when I collided with the Sulid.

"That is acceptable," Frathsar said, making a flicking motion towards me as the money entered my account, "I will recast my illusion spell and we can be off."

I took a deep breath, refreshing my short term buffs on both of us since I had easily recovered my mana in the time we spent looting. I also tried something I had been pondering for a few hours and cast Aura Strike and Flurry of Blows on my staff at the same time. I wanted to see if the effects would fade over time if they would stack or remain. The spells took effect but there was no indication on my display for these abilities so I wouldn't know until I attacked again.

"Paul, what are you doing?" Frathsar said in a whisper.

"Just testing a theory with my abilities, why?"

"I can clearly see that, the vacant look in your eyes is a dead give away. It is commonly seen in children of the system when they are accessing their menu. What I mean is, you need to pay attention to the here and now, this isn't a safe place to be going over skills or trying new ideas. Also, you could ask me and I would answer if I have the knowledge." Frathsar said, chastising me.

He was right of course I needed to keep aware of my surroundings.

"Sorry, maybe you could answer a question for me?" I said quietly, not wanting to draw attention to us as we traveled down the street.

"If I can I will, just be quick and quiet about it, please."

I nodded to the scaly merchant.

"I cast two attack skills on my staff and was wondering if they would stack or fade before we ran into any other fights?"

"That is a simple question. Let's stop at the next corner and check it and I will explain."

We got to the end of the block and I surveyed around the corner, no more barreling around corners without looking. It was clear for at least a block down the side street but I could see a group of Sulid moving this way from a few blocks over.

"We have a few minutes at best," I said, pulling back from the corner.

"Very well, that should be more than enough time. If you want to know if your skills are still active you only need to check your cooldowns. If they are not clearing from cooldown they are still active. Also, be aware of stacking too many abilities on a low-tier item at a time or the item may... hmmm suffer catastrophic failure."

"You mean explode," I said, eyes wide.

"In some cases yes, it depends on the abilities that are in play. Opposing abilities like fire and water, for example, would most definitely explode after a short duration. On the other hand, the weapon may just fall apart, of course, other things could happen as well."

"That staff," he said, pointing at my weapon, "While not the strongest weapon is sturdily built and may, may, I mind you, hold up to three abilities at a time. No guarantees though so use caution."

I nodded my head in understanding and quickly brought up my cooldown menu as it wasn't on my H.U.D. to keep my vision clear of distractions. Both skills were grayed out and the cooldown timer was at its full duration of 15sec and 1min for Aura Strike and Flurry respectively. This was good news and bad. I was kind of hoping to cheat the system and use the skills back to back in a fight. No such luck. I moved the two icons into my vision to see if they would stay grayed out since it had only been a few minutes, might as well learn if there was a time limit on this use.

"Alright, let's go," I said after I finished up and checked the corner again. The Sulid had made better time than I had expected and we needed to leave pronto before they got too close and breached the minor illusion.

            

    
        Chapter 8: Royal Guard

    
    
    
    
                Frathsar and I had to traverse side streets and back alleys, and in some cases backtrack to avoid larger groups of enemies and roving nut jobs with guns. All of which took hours. I was exhausted, but I could see the central tower and even the watchtowers on the corners of the barracks. We were only a few blocks away and the streets seemed quiet. I looked around nervously. They seemed a little too quiet, I realized a bit too late.

"HALT!" The word echoed out with power, causing my body to freeze.

It didn't take me long to figure out a skill had been used and I had no chance of fighting against whatever it was. My whole body was locked tight and I could only move my eyes and my head slightly. That is when I saw the group of eight Royal Guard come around the corner half a block up. They were decked out in full plate that gleamed white with dark blue trim. They approached us with an air of indifference.

"Garret, is that you?" I heard Frathsar say from behind me, odd he was closer than I remembered him being. Oh wait never mind he walked right past me. 'Hey, no fair how come he isn't frozen too,' I grumbled internally.

The one in the lead came to a halt holding his left arm up in a stopping motion. The rest fanned out hands-on weapons just in case.

"Frathsar, I see you have been transported as well," The leader said in an imperial tone, "Glad to see you survived. What brings you back this way, I thought you were headed up North?"

"I was, until I got waylaid by a group of goblins. I couldn't deal with them outside my shield and couldn't fight them all off by myself," he pointed towards me, "This fine fellow by the name of Paul, from this world, by the way, killed off the goblin's and rescued my scaly hide."

I didn't miss the fact that there were murmurs when Frathsar mentioned that I was from this world. The leader quickly silenced them, sweeping his gaze over me.

"After that, I decided to head back South per Paul's recommendation. It would appear that we are on the fringe of this planet's most populated areas. We parted ways for a bit and I was attacked along the road by the Sulids. I managed to escape them using illusions but lost my wagon and access to most of my stock. I ran into Paul again upon entering the town and we have been together since."

I was glad he didn't mention the dungeon and me taking out the entire war party by myself. I didn't need heightened scrutiny. The soldiers were close enough that I could read the title above their heads, but not the levels at least not all of them.

Garret Smithson | Elite Guard Commander | Level XX

Harvel Pultace | Elite Guard | Level XX

Jacob Netwig | Judicator | Level XX

Vicktor Lewell | Spellsword | Level XX

Jonas Spurgin | Elementalist | Level 16

Quinton LaChes | Bowman | Level 15

Bartholomew Chuff | Guardian | Level XX

Devon Glassblower | Servant of Amon | Level 14

If I was reading this right and remembering correctly, I could see at least 11 levels above my own with the skill I purchased from Frathsar. That would make the unknowns at least level 18. I also didn't like that Servant of Amon title. It reeked of holy influence, time to keep a low profile with my healing abilities. To be this high of a level must have taken this lot a considerable amount of time, based on my own experience.

From what I could tell of the Royal Guard, which wasn't much considering these few were all decked out in full plate including helmets they appeared to all be of standard human proportions. You know, no tails or weird other appendages.

"Yes these Sulid are a bothersome bunch, no more so than the natives," he said, pointedly looking at me when he said that.

I would have shrugged and agreed with him. We American's could be right judgmental pricks to outsiders.

"Ah yes, Paul did warn me that his people probably wouldn't take too kindly to interlopers. It doesn't help that the Mana System was a surprise for them and most were ill-prepared."

Garret harrumphed, "That would explain quite a bit. The few natives we brought in were confused and had no idea what was happening, only glad to be safe. The rest, well they like to shoot first and ask questions later. Even the law enforcement we have spotted fired at us. We decided to pull most of our forces back and only clear out the Sulid infestation. The locals will need to come to terms with the situation by themselves. If they wish for our assistance they can meet us on our terms."

Garret stood there hand on chin in thought.

"Very well, come with us back to the Barracks. I can see the weariness on the both of you."

At his words, my body was finally free from its invisible prison and I fell to the ground panting. I had been able to breathe a bit under the compulsion but not fully. I got back to my feet with no help from the guards. Guess I can't blame them; they were scanning the area for threats. Not sure what could threaten this group though. I took up a position next to Frathsar, right smack dab in the middle of the group. Oh, I felt so cozy. I could practically feel their gazes boring holes into my back, it made me all warm and fuzzy inside.

We made our way swiftly the last two blocks to the barracks. I had expected to see a medieval style of building but I was wrong. The walls rose twenty feet into the air made from what looked like concrete only it had a bluish tint to it. The central arched gateway had two portcullises made from a bronze colored metal. I somehow doubted it was something as mundane as bronze or steel. This was backed on both ends by a huge two-inch-thick wooden door, with the wood grain so dense I could hardly see the pattern as I passed within a few feet of the massive frames.

Men stood atop the ramparts and corner towers keeping a diligent watch on the surroundings. Occasionally I could see a burst of light from the wall as some sort of spell or ability was used.

"Here is where I have to leave you and your friend. Quinton LaChes here can show you to a bunk and where to get a meal," Garret said motioning Quinton forward. "We don't have much in the way of amenities so you will have to make do with what we can offer," he said briskly.

"Nonsense Commander Garret, whatever you can offer us is more than reasonable. Thank you again for taking us weary travelers in."

This was when I got my first good look at the commander as he removed his helmet. He looked like a grizzled human in his early forties if I had to guess. Sharp jawline and short cut black hair with grey streaks along the sides and piercing green eyes. I took the chance to glance at the other soldiers I could see. They all appeared to be human. The ones with the Commander appeared to be slightly younger than him, perhaps closer to my age, although, with my minor tweaks from the system I looked to be in my mid-twenties now instead of my late thirties. I wonder what my friends would think if they could see me.

"Good, good. Before you go Frathsar, I wish to discuss something with you. If you could follow me to my office."

"Certainly Commander, Paul, I will meet up with you later."

I just nodded at the pair as they walked away and I followed the stonily silent Quinton, a man of middling height and dark brown hair that was matted in sweat from his helmet. As we walked he just pointed at certain buildings.

"Food hall."

"Washroom."

"Bunks."

I wasn't able to get another word out of the tight-lipped man. What a bore. He waved me inside at the Bunks and I was surprised to see separate rooms and not the normal military-style everybody bunks together type of layout. The building stood three stories tall with what must have been forty rooms per floor if I had to guess.

"Choose a room that has a key hanging by it. Do not enter another's room without being invited or you will be kicked from the compound. If you steal or start a fight you will be kicked from the compound," he said looking at me, daring me to ask him a question. I just nodded and walked down the hall to find a room.

I didn't choose the first room available instead I walked until I found a room that had vacant rooms all around it. I opened the door with the key and stepped inside. It was a simple room with a small dresser and a single bed with a pillow and blanket. I took off my backpack setting it next to the dresser. I set my staff down against it as well. Then I sat on the bed.

"Well, not the most comfortable accommodations but it will do," I said quietly.

I sat on the bed, hands on my knees, trying to suppress the shaking. The stress of the day finally breaking through my mental dam. How had I thought I was ready for something like this. This was nuts, I was crazy. My mind went over every mistake I made today, every time I almost died and I almost collapsed in despair.

After letting my emotions out for a while I forced my traitorous mind away from those dark thoughts. I was treating this like a game, I knew it wasn't but it had allowed me to get through the day. While this new world was dangerous, the way to survive was to continue to grow and for that to happen I would need to place myself in danger again.

I hadn't found anyone I trusted with my safety more than myself. Except maybe these Royal Guard, but they gave me an awfully chilly reception and I didn't fully trust their motives. Sure it seemed like they were doing some good by saving a few locals, and killing roaming monsters but at the end of the day they had to do what was best for them.

I also needed to figure out what I wanted from this new life. It wasn't like my old desk job would be waiting for me when I returned home. There were just so many possibilities. While I found that I was beginning to enjoy combat, I didn't really want to spend the rest of my life at it. I lay like this for a good hour unable to fall asleep before a soft knock at my door disturbed my melancholy mood.

"Just a minute," I said casting a quick Rejuvenate on myself to clear any redness from my face. The spell did make me feel better.

I stood up and straightened my bedraggled shirt wondering why I bothered because I was still sporting the hole in the center of it. I should have changed clothes, I had two sets in my bag from my camping trip. Oh well, it would have to wait. I went over and opened the door.

"Ah greetings Paul," Frathsar said in delight, "Would you care to grab some food with me? If you would like I can give you some time to clean and change?" He said, glancing down at my attire and wrinkling his nostrils.

"Sure, yeah that would be for the best. Do you want me to meet you at the food hall?"

"That would be fine, see you in 20 minutes?"

"Sounds doable, see you then."

Frathsar smiled and walked back down the hallway. I accessed my inventory grabbing my camping soaps a change of clothes and my towel.

"Never leave home without my trusty towel," I said to myself thinking of one of my favorite books.

I cleaned up in record time, having ice-cold water to wash with will do that for you and went to meet Frathsar. I found the Merchant waiting outside the food hall chatting with a few people. He looked towards me and waved as I approached.

"Take care gentlemen," I heard him say to the others, as they walked away.

"Greetings Paul, are you feeling better after your bath and a change of clothes?"

"You know what, I am feeling much better. Kind of wished for a shower but oh well, beggars can't be choosers."

"Shall we," Frathsar said, motioning me ahead. I nodded to the merchant and we headed into the food hall.

I grabbed a plate of what looked like oatmeal along with a hard bread roll and a slice of mystery meat. We sat down opposite each other at a long wooden table.

"So, why the dinner invitation?" I asked not in the mood for small talk, having a feeling the merchant wanted something from me.

"Actually, wait before that, why is everyone here human and why is everyone patrolling in full plate?"

Frathsar smiled, "This is why I like you, Paul, you cut straight to the point. Yes everyone here is human; the Asharon Kingdom is a mainly human-occupied territory and there are few non-human citizens. As with most kingdoms, they restrict sensitive positions to families of nobility or those with great wealth. As for the full plate, I'm not sure. Could be because of your people's guns, bullets can still kill people at great range if you can hit a weak spot like the eyes. Although, you would need to ask the Commander to find out for certain."

Well, that might explain all the sullen and unhappy looks I was getting from most of the soldiers. Can't imagine its fun walking around in full plate unless you are used to it. Heck, even my leather jerkin chafed sometimes and decided it didn't matter, I certainly wasn't going to ask the Commander about his security measures.

"It is also true that I asked you here to discuss a proposal, but first accept this gift."

The Merchant pulled out some more injectors from his storage bag; it looked to be four of each of the health and mana.

I raised an eyebrow, "What's this for?" I asked not reaching for the items.

Frathsar slyly looked around to make sure nobody was in earshot. He lowered his voice anyway, "Use these if you are injured or in trouble." He then spoke in a normal tone, "Your reward for getting me to safety," he said loud enough to make sure everyone heard him. Then he winked at me.

Seeing a dragon-man wink at you was slightly disconcerting, to say the least. I pocketed the injectors and nodded my thanks. I had a feeling this was a bit of a bribe to butter me up for what he wanted from me, more then what we had been through so far.

"So," I said, between mouthfuls of food, "What is this proposal?"

"As you may or may not recall, I need to reach a Bazaar to gain access to the rest of my merchandise. The problem is there is no access point in this city and without my carriage and shield, it is far too dangerous for me to go traipsing across your world looking for a city that contains this access point. I was wondering since you are more knowledgeable of the surrounding cities if you could locate it for me."

"I don't..."

"Before you say no, I will reward you handsomely for this task. Also, the Commander will be speaking with you tomorrow for a similar mission as they cannot leave this area and explore very far. Don't mention that I told you. This would be a doubly rewarding assignment for you."

I rubbed my chin while contemplating his offer. I was planning on heading south anyway, might as well get paid for my trip.

"Ok, but how will I notify you when I find it other than coming back here?"

He pulled out two silver cards handing them to me.

"These are contact spells. They are linked to me, all you need to do is spill a drop of blood on them and my map will update with the route you have taken since I handed them over to you."

"You may want to hold onto them for a bit then, I was going to scout around town for a few days."

"That won't be an issue, you can include verbal notes when you send it, for example, if you had to detour because of a monster sighting or road was impassible, etc. I won't be completely vulnerable once I make my way using your map."

"Ok, and what about the Commander's quest, won't I be required to return once I complete it?"

"I am unsure; you will need to discuss the particulars with him. What say you, Mister Paul? Do you accept?"

I grumbled a bit but eventually accepted his offer and the contact spells. He let me know that the reward would be waiting for me as soon as I visited him in the Bazaar town. This meant I would have to stick around in that area for some time, if what he told me about this building was correct it shouldn't be an issue. I might even be able to make a decent amount of credits myself by selling items off there.

"I trust you to utilize the spells in the best way you see fit. Now if you will excuse me I wish to get some rest," the Merchant said excusing himself from the table.

I needed rest as well so I finished up my food and headed off to my room to hopefully sleep.

            

    
        Chapter 9: Day 2

    
    
    
    
                I awoke with a start, gripping my staff tight; forgetting where I was for a few seconds. After I managed to calm my beating heart and let the fear drain away,  I sat up in the pitch dark room. I recalled there being a candle somewhere in the room but I had my wind up flashlight, so I pulled that out instead. I could tell it was still late at night or early morning, as no light seeped through the door to help illuminate the darkness.

At this point I knew I wasn't getting back to sleep so I pulled out my little pocket knife and started carving rough runic figures into a piece of scrap wood, I had carved these symbols since I was a child learning them from my father when I was little. Whenever I needed to relax or let my mind calm down and didn't have access to any other outlets, carving the designs helped. I remember my father saying they were for good luck and I could use some of that right now, even if it was only a placebo effect.

I carved the symbol into a chunk of wood that had been lying in the corner forgotten by some previous tenant. I slowly carved the simple Celtic rune for what seemed like an hour focusing on only the motions I was making with my knife and letting the rest of the world drift by when I got a notification.

Congratulations on rediscovering the lost art of rune crafting. You may not be the first person on your planet to rediscover this lost art, but you are the first to use this set of runic symbols. Reward 2000XP

I just stared dumbfounded at the notice and the XP. While not enough to level up it was a significant portion of XP even for my level as my bar moved noticeably. Now I wondered what the actual runes I scratched out actually did. I looked at the board, hoping Identify would somehow tell me but got nothing. I sat there thinking for a bit.

'Maybe I can try and equip it as a weapon?'

I went ahead and tried and got the following message.

You have equipped runic stick, 1-4 bludgeoning damage, luck plus .05

"Ha take that system," I said triumphantly, fist-pumping the air.

You have learned the runic combination for a weak minor luck enhancement.

I was now able to see known runic combinations on a tab in my menu.

Weak Minor Luck Enhancement - can increase luck up to .5

Hmm, I assumed that the paltry luck boost was either due to the item or my shoddily scribed runes. I would have to practice some more before I put them on anything of value. I also needed to find more combinations. I thought about where I could acquire information on a lost art and settled on one location, The Public Library. If I remembered correctly it was about seven blocks to the west. I wondered if it was still intact. I would check it out in the morning. At least that is what I had intended, a knock on my door at the crack of dawn woke me up again. I must have fallen asleep sitting up and my back was complaining mightily.

"Just a minute," I said to my visitor.

I stood and stretched my abused muscles, popping my back, and letting out a yawn. Hopefully, this would convey to the rude early morning caller that I was annoyed. I opened the door.

"Yes?"

It was my silent chaperone Quinton.

"The Commander wishes to see you and I was sent to guide you to him."

"What, now? It's a bit early isn't it?"

All I got back was silence. I swear someone lobotomized the humor from this man.

"Fine, let me get dressed," I said, ignoring his protest that I was dressed enough. I just shut the door on him and put on my damaged armor and the hoodie over it. I even picked up my backpack managing to tie my staff into some of the side webbings. Making Quinton wait gave me immense pleasure. I knew I was being childish but that's what they get for waking me up so early.

After about ten minutes I stepped outside the room smiling at Quinton who had a scowl on his face, "Lead the way."

As expected Quinton lead the way in silence to a one-story brick building. It was the only building I had seen in the barracks with windows. It looked very utilitarian in design. Quinton led me down a hallway and knocked on a door.

"Enter," the voice from the other side replied.

Quinton saluted with a chest thump as he entered, "Mister Paul is here to see you as requested Commander."

"Very well, show him in."

I rolled my eyes at the pomp and entered the room after he waved me inside. He closed it behind him as he left.

"Have a seat, Mister Paul," the Commander said, motioning me to a seat across from his desk.

"It's just Paul," I reiterated, sitting down in the offered chair after I set my backpack off to the side.

The man just glared at me and I decided to keep my mouth closed.

"I have asked you here today to see if you would be willing to perform a task for the Royal Guard, that as a native you are uniquely suited towards. As you are likely aware the locals in the area are not inclined towards assisting us and in most cases are outright hostile towards my men."

I nodded, guessing that most people in this town saw them as invaders and if it's one thing American's couldn't stand was someone trying to tell them what they could or could not do. Even though this was what our government and law enforcement did daily. Hey, I never said we were smart people.

"What we require is a resupply and a way to contact our home."

"Why not use a message scroll?" I asked confused.

"We have sent a message back to our leaders but without knowing where we were we can't tell them how to retrieve us. To accomplish this goal we need to reach the Bazaar where we can acquire our spatial coordinates to provide this to our leadership."

I noticed he didn't mention what they would do with this information and to be honest I didn't care. I couldn't afford to stay in this town and if the people wanted to be petulant, at those at least trying to help they only had themselves to blame. Of course, the Royal Guard could end up turning this area into their territory, and that might not be all that bad. I thought that unlikely though as I remembered Frathsar saying it was expensive to transport people. So if they really wanted to control the area they would have to recruit locals to help out. For example like they were trying to do with me right now.

"Ok so what do you need me for?"

"Your knowledge of the countryside and cities mostly, but also as a guide for one of my men so they can access the Bazaar and secure the information I require."

"And what's in it for me?"

"I could say my gratitude would be sufficient compensation, but I don't think you would accept that as it seems your world was quite materialistic."

I choked out a laugh, "Spare me your haughty indignation, we both know our respective worlds run on currency and trade which wouldn't exist without both sides being materialistic."

"Very well, upon completion of your mission, you will receive 1500 credits. I assume this is sufficient for your needs?" The Commander said snidely.

"So all I have to do is get your man to the Bazaar?"

"Yes."

"Let me think about it, I have some business in town for a few days anyway."

"Fine, I will clear your stay with the gate guards."

I got up to leave but decided to ask one more question.

"Why me specifically, I know you have other locals here, I have seen them myself."

"Because Mister Paul, you are the highest level local we have come across other than the gangs and Frathsar vouched for you, which is no small thing."

I would have to thank the scaly merchant later. Then my mind registered what else he said.

"Wait, what gangs?"

I thought it odd that gangs had magically appeared on the very first day of the system. Something didn't feel quite right about that.

"We have come across three groups of armed natives. They are antagonistic towards each other and us. Some of them have reached level eleven, from our last scouting report yesterday."

"While we can't be sure, these people's meteoric rise in level is likely from ambushing other natives that didn't understand the system, as well as the local wildlife. I don't know of any other way to gain levels that quickly, other than killing sentient beings. Since they give a larger chunk of experience."

I had a distinct feeling he was talking from experience on that one.

"I would have had you executed for murder, if not for Frathsar's adamance that you harmed no civilians.  Although, I would still like to know how you leveled to six by yourself in only a day Mr. Mantra Enchanter."

The Commander's words left a chill down my spine as I left his office, I did not doubt that the man would have cut me down in an instant if he thought I was going around killing civilians to power level. Even the thought of doing that made me sick, the fact that these gangs were going around doing it made me want to explode. It was always the same story, those with power would do everything in their power to maintain that.

I needed to be careful about these gangs, if what the Commander said was accurate then there were some high leveled individuals running around town killing anyone they came across just to level. I knew this new world was going to be survival of the fittest but people should still be given a chance to succeed without their fellow man cutting them down like chaff.

            

    
        Chapter 10: A book in the hand

    
    
    
    
                I left the safety of the barracks fort, turning down the offer to have one of Commander Smithson's men accompany me. I didn't want one of those uptight pricks hampering my ability to heal and avoid combat, they weren't exactly stealthy in full plate. So I set off at a jog to the south, I was going to take a circuitous route to my destination. It might take me longer but I was more likely to lose any tails they placed on me.

As soon as I was out of sight of the wall I buffed myself with my long term buffs. I waited a minute in the alcove of a storefront to recover mana and then cast the rest of my buffs. Since I was alone again I wanted to be fully prepared. I knew I had a decent chance against a level 10 opponent one on one but had to be careful not to be overwhelmed by multiple enemies.

Then something I had thought odd the day before bubbled up in my mind. All of the groups Frathsar and I had come across had been small 3 to 6 individuals at most. The only group larger had been the Commanders at 8. I wondered if this had to do with some limit of the System and group size. It was the only thing that made sense, otherwise having a large force to steamroll any opposition would be preferable. I could imagine the Commander having some ability to increase group size, that, and the war party leader. I would have to ask Frathsar about it when I returned.

I ran into my first obstacle a few blocks from the barracks when a group of armed humans came around the next corner. One pointed at me and yelled for me to stay where I was, yeah fat chance of that happening. I booked it back down the street I came from and the a-holes started shooting at me.

I guess that answered the question I had in my head, it seems like this group was one of the gangs. The matching black armbands were another giveaway. There were only three of them but I wasn't here to fight the locals and I hoped they would give up.

I rounded the corner just as a shot hit me in the side lancing through me like a hot poker. I winced from the thankfully muted pain and swore but kept on going, casting Rejuvenate on myself as I ducked behind a dumpster. The wound wasn't fatal but it was enough to slow me down, allowing the men time to catch up. Knowing I wasn't going to be able to outrun them now, I made a choice I had been dreading. No sane person ever wants to fight and kill another human but I wasn't about to lay down and die either. As they had thrown the first stone, so to speak I wouldn't hold back.

While these men had range on me if they only used guns they would not have the damage. I checked my combat log, seeing that the bullet only hit me for twelve damage, even though it passed through completely and that was from a rifle. Of course, I had my leather armor, Rock Skin, and Shield all working towards reducing the damage. That didn't really matter though as they could be level twenty and that damage would never scale.

I recast my Flurry and Aura Strike as the spells had faded when I swapped my weapon out last night. I would have to remember to see if there was a time limit again.

I didn't have to wait long for my pursuers to appear. I could hear one barking orders as I crouched behind the dumpster, still hoping they would just leave.

"Find that asshole he couldn't have gone far should be an easy kill if he is alone. I only need a bit more to level up."

I could hear the malice in the man's voice and the greasy chuckles coming from the other knuckleheads. I gripped my staff tight to prevent my hands from shaking. I had never wanted to kill another human but I wasn't naive enough to think they would just let me go, not after hearing the man's words. This was no longer the gentrified world I had grown up in. In this world, it was kill, or be killed.

I held out hope as long as I dared, hearing the steps get closer to my hiding spot. Deciding I couldn't wait any longer I burst from my hiding spot. One man let out a surprised yelp and fired off a shot wide. I quickly inspected the two closest as I sprinted to close the distance. Their appearance was that of typical low lives, greasy hair, sallow looking skin, and baggy clothing.

John Gunther | Thug | Level 9

Jake Horrace | Follower | Level 8

I noticed even these two men had managed to out level me. It made the rage boil inside of me knowing how they had accomplished it and my first attack enhanced with Flurry and Aura Strike cracked into the Thug.

I tried to aim the strike as best as I could manage and was able to land three of the six strikes to his face and neck. The man went down grasping his ruined throat and trying to pull in air. The other tried to shoot me from close range but I managed to batt his gun aside just in time. The end of my staff smashing down on his fingers. He yelped and the gun fell from his hand. I made sure to keep him between me and the last man who had already taken a pot shot at me and was trying to back away.

"You fuckers make me sick, preying on the weak to try and grow in power. Well, fuckwads you messed with the wrong person today. You reap what you sow," I said as I bashed the one in front of me in the face.

The one that remained a little ways back turned to run and I smashed him in the side of his knee with an Earth Fist. I wasn't about to let these men escape to harm others if I could help it. He went down screaming as his leg snapped at an odd angle.

"You wait there, I will be right with you," I said with a deadly edge to my voice, not even bothering to inspect the piece of trash.

"You will regret messing with the Black Dragons, you have no idea who you're messing with," the man with the broken leg managed to yell between cries of pain.

"Ha Black Dragons, more like Puff the Magic Dragon."

The one with the mangled hand tried to pull a knife and stab me. I just hopped back and unloaded my last 9mm magazine. He went down in a heap bleeding but not dead, yet. I needed a better ranged-weapon. I crushed his windpipe and left him to suffer like his other friend while I dealt with the leader who was crawling away.

"Why does everyone try to crawl away, where do you think you are going to get to?"

"Fuck you, you sick sonofa-."

I cut him off there with a ringing blow across his head. Nobody called my mother that, she was a saint. I looked at my combat messages.

Critical strike: You have crushed John Gunther's windpipe, suffocating

Critical strike: You have crushed Jake Horrace's windpipe, suffocating

Critical strike: You have crippled Brad Long's leg, movement speed reduced by 50%

Critical strike: You have knocked Brad Long unconscious

I knew I couldn't leave them in this state, not that I cared if they suffocated but if they had a high enough endurance they may just recover. No these men had to be dealt with here and now. I grabbed one of the rifles and checked its magazine. I stuck the barrel in the leader's eye and pulled the trigger.

Lethal damage: You have killed Brad Long

The other two were gasping for air but they knew that death was coming for them and tried to get away from me with what little strength they could muster. I rolled the next over and put a foot on his throat. I put the gun to his eye that was wide and terrified and I paused for only a second. This gave the man time to stab me with a hidden knife in the calf. Of course, I flinched in pain pulling the trigger as I fell over, the knife still lodged in my leg.

"Idiot," I said berating myself as I pulled out the knife followed by a spurt of blood. The man was clearly dead, his head popped like a watermelon. I took the time to use one of the healing items I got from Frathsar. The knife having done a significant amount of damage, and I thought it may have hit a vein as there was a lot of blood

Lethal damage: You have killed Jake Horrace

It looks like the last man had fallen unconscious from lack of air while I recovered and I repeated my steps from the previous two.

Lethal damage: You have killed John Gunther

"Was that necessary?" a silky man's voice said from behind me.

I quickly turned my head, seeing one of the Royal Guards. Remembering his name was Vicktor Lewell, I nodded. I also noticed he wasn't wearing full plate armor today, instead, the wiry looking man was wearing supple leather armor, that seemed to blend into the surroundings.

'I guess it might be hard to sneak around in full plate,' I thought with a chuckle.

"You know what they did to gain these levels?"

"Yes, I am aware of our suspicions."

"Do you disagree with my actions?"

"No, had I been free to act against them I would have cut them down without a second thought."

"Then what is the problem?" I almost yelled at the guard.

"Your attacks are wasteful and crude. Had you a proper teacher they would have died much sooner."

"Perhaps their suffering is a fitting punishment for the suffering they caused to so many others."

"Why are you here anyway? Is the commander trying to protect his investment?"

"Something like that," the man said calmly.

I just got up and looted the bodies, my wounds healed from the health injector. I found a few hundred credits, a couple of decent knives that I stored away and I took one of the rifles that had the most ammo for it. It wasn't much maybe twenty rounds. I would prefer a pistol but this would have to do for now.

"Tell the Commander I appreciate his assistance but I don't need a nanny."

Viktor just smiled and walked off, I doubt he went away the man seemed to disappear into thin air leaving only a hazy outline that I soon lost track of. I grumbled at my unwanted shadow and picked up my gear to continue my journey. My mind now fixated on the fact that I killed a fellow human being. This is what the world had forced me to become, a killer.

The rest of the trip was mostly uneventful except for another run-in with a group of five low-level Sulid. I took them down with ease and kept only the handful of coins they had been carrying leaving the rest behind. Finally, I could see the Library, and it appeared to be intact.

 Unlike some of the other purely wooden buildings that had been burned down in the previous days fighting the library with its stone and brick facade had weathered the fighting with only minor damage. I could see a few bullet holes and a broken window or two. Nothing overly concerning as I made my way to the front of the building.

I tried the door and it was still locked tight, the glass still intact. I hated to just break in but had no real other choices. I took my staff and broke out one of the skinny floor to ceiling glass windows that were on the outside of the doors. This was surprisingly more difficult than I had imagined as the glass seemed to be tempered and was triple-paned. After about five minutes I managed to clear all of the shards from the opening.

Tossing my backpack through, I entered behind it, staff in hand and ready in-case some creature or gang member had found another way into the building, not that I expected them to value a library very highly. Nothing came to greet me as I waited. I decided to take out the flashlight and after a quick windup shed some light on the dark interior of the building and made my way down the hall and into the library proper.

            

    
        Chapter 11: Knowledge is power

    
    
    
    
                'Thank you, Dewey, you big beautiful bastard for creating a system of locating books easily' I thought as I rifled through the card catalog to find anything on runes, pictographs, or ancient languages and whatnot.

This library only had a small selection of books meeting my requirements which didn't surprise me. It was a small town after all, of mostly farmers and blue-collar workers before the System arrived. I picked up one such book. Celtic runes and their meanings. Looked promising, another was called Norse Mythology and the last was called Understanding Ancient Egypt which had some pictures of hieroglyphs and their meanings. I decided to sit in one of the comfortable reading chairs to the back of the library and started reading the first book.

I was about ten pages in when I heard a crunch come from the entrance.

"Fuck," I hissed quietly, turning off and packing away my flashlight and the books. I left my backpack next to the chair and moved behind one of the bookshelves recasting my buffs silently that had expired while I was reading. 'It would have to do for now,' I thought, looking at the reduced timers.

"There's no use hiding, we know you're in here. We just want to have a little chat," the mystery woman said in a flowery voice.

I didn't buy it one bit. If they wanted to talk they could have announced themselves at the door or waited for me to exit. No, I had a feeling these were more gang members, maybe even more members from the Black Dragons I think they called themselves.

"Now, now, don't be shy," the voice called out and I could hear her snapping her fingers followed by two sets of feet moving to opposite sides of the room.

They were going to surround me to try and flush me out. I knew they would find me sooner or later so I decided to act of my own accord and stepped out from behind the bookshelf. My only other option being to sprint for the emergency exit that was towards one of the men. This caused the two that were going to opposite sides to stop and aim at me.

Standing there with two other men behind her and slightly to the side was a stunning, if rather short woman wearing a leather biker jacket. She couldn't be more than 5' 3" with raven black hair and oh so kissable lips. The eyes though, they told a wholly different story, their gleaming malice evident even from here. It was obvious to see she had taken the time to sculpt her body when the system came online, making me wonder why anyone would waste the precious hour on something so trivial.

"Y-yeah, what do you want I just wanted to be l-left alone to read," I said in a stuttering pattern to hopefully fool them into thinking I was afraid. Well, I mean I was afraid, just not that afraid, although, my hands shaking, unfortunately, that wasn't by design.

'Not now nerves,' I yelled internally.

"Ah there you are, well you see this is Black Dragon territory, normally we would just let you go for a fee," she winked at me and I shuddered, "but... some of my men are missing, you wouldn't happen to know anything about that would you outsider?" she asked sweetly.

I saw her glance at my staff then over to the rifle next to my bag and knew I was hosed. I used the fleeting time before all hell broke loose to check her information.

Sharla Cotton | Chaos Mage | Level 17

I gulped at this. At first, I thought she might have been transported over like the Royal Guard but she had the mannerisms and speech of a local. My next thought was, 'How many people has this woman killed to get to her level?'

Even if it was just her I wasn't sure I could take her down. Then I saw her hands moving to form what I assumed was a spell and I dove past the bookshelf I originally hid behind to the next one over just in time for it to explode sending me tumbling past a third bookshelf. I hit the ground hard trying to scramble to my feet as I cast Rejuvenate. This was no time to be stingy with the healing.

Getting up on shaky legs I tried to sprint to the emergency exit only to see it blocked by one of her flunkies. He aimed his rifle at me and pulled the trigger, but he had aimed for my chest and the bullet slammed into my armor doing only 15 damage. I barely felt the bullet as my battle lust seemed to be washing over me in a torrent of euphoria.

I jammed my staff into his chest as a return present with Flurry active and he fell back against the door wheezing from the multiple impacts. I didn't have time to follow up as a silver dart of energy slammed into my side sending me sprawling and knocking the wind out of me. I coughed out a bit of blood.

A quick glance at my health showed it to be below half and I popped one of the healing injectors. Good lord, even with my rock skin and shield that spell hit hard. I cast Earth Fist at the man who was down trying to break his spine but I missed and only managed to punch him in the kidney. It would have to do for now as another bolt tore through the shelf I was behind, narrowly missing me.

"I see we have a magic-user here, how quaint. Would you like to test your abilities versus mine?" she said, laughing as she prepared another spell.

I could tell I had the strength and speed on the others and if this woman had placed most of her attributes in Intelligence and Wisdom she may be a glass cannon. If I could just get close enough I might be able to disable her and survive this encounter. I recast Rejuvenate as it came off cooldown. Expecting another spell to come flying my way, when it didn't come right away I worried. I risked a glance and noticed she was casting a long spell and I didn't like that, as that at least in videogames usually equated to a more powerful spell. I cast Aura Strike again and rushed at the doorman striking him across the face but not stopping as I could feel all the hairs on my body stand up as the air built with static discharge.

"Oh fuck," I said, taking a second to glance at the woman and the ball of lightning she held.

She just looked at me and smiled, releasing the electricity right at me. I managed to get most of my body behind the teller's desk but the bolt still clipped my leg, locking up my entire body and draining ninety percent of my health. I couldn't move a muscle as the electrical discharge wove through my body. Glad now that I picked up the ability to cast silently and I used all of my concentration to fight through the pain to cast Healing Touch on myself. Decided that living was preferable than worrying about someone possibly knowing I was a healer. The pain faded but my muscles were still locked in rigor. Then she walked around the desk.

"Well, color me surprised, you survived my attack. Very few people do, you know, you should count yourself lucky. Or Unlucky I guess. Either way, I will enjoy your death."

She began to prepare another bolt and I realized something, I had been on the ground for over a minute all my spells were off cooldown. I cast Rejuvenate again and then Healing Touch as soon as I could move and she snarled as the glow of my second spell went off. It was too late though I jabbed a mana injector into my thigh and immediately cast Area of Denial. She was just within the edge of my dome and as it sprang into being it knocked her back and her spell fizzled.

"Wh... What is this nonsense?" She screamed, holding her bloody nose.

I didn't reply instead I ran at her bumping her with the shield as I cast Flurry and Aura Strike. My staff met a barrier that glowed blue with the first five strikes, with the sixth I made it through to hit her in the sternum. I followed this up with an Earth Fist that seemed to fizzle out halfway to her with a loud pop. Bullets whizzed off my barrier but I kept my focus on her, rushing forward to disrupt her spell every time she tried to cast and smacking out with my staff. My aim was to at least cripple her arms if not kill her outright before my spell wore off. She tried to dodge backward but tripped on a piece of the broken shelf.

When she flung her arm out to catch herself on the desk I smashed my staff down on her forearm with a resounding crack. She screamed and clutched at her broken appendage, but she wasn't out of the fight. She flipped her good arm up and a curtain of light appeared between us. I flinched back reflexively and she made a break for the door and her other men who were firing at me. I only had a few seconds left on my shield so I rushed towards my pack and bolted for the now vacant emergency exit door. I slammed the door shut behind me and who do I find leaned up against the side of the building. It was none other than my unwanted shadow.

"A little help would have been appreciated," I said angrily as I ran past the Spell Sword.

"I have my orders not to interfere with the natives, plus you're alive, that's more than the Commander gave you odds for when he found out where you were heading. Even the guards steer clear of that crazy woman. Anyone who can make it to level 17 in one day is not someone you wish to tangle with if you want to live a long healthy life," Viktor said, falling in step behind me, "I would ask you how you survived but everyone deserves their little secrets."

We made our way quickly out of the Black Dragon's territory and back towards the barracks, Viktor trailing me the whole way and I silently prayed that Miss Chaos Mage's arm would never heal properly.

There had been more books at the library that I wanted to check out but I thought it best if I rest up and leave tomorrow instead of tempting fate twice. I was done with this town and hoped to never see the Black Dragons ever again. It was time to return to my home and see if I could locate any of my friends and maybe my extended family that resided in that area. Not that I was all that close to any of them but it would be nice to see a friendly face at least.

When we returned to the barracks I talked with the Commander and accepted his quest, letting him know I was leaving early in the morning. He provided me with three days of rations for my trip along with one healing potion. It was pretty much the same as the injector kind except you had to drink it so not as convenient.

I also found out who was coming with me, a soldier by the name of Fiona Clark. He didn't bother giving me the woman's level or class but who cared I could see that myself tomorrow. Right now I was a bit grumpy. None of the Black Dragons had died during our battle which meant no experience for me and it left them free to terrorize more people. I sighed mentally and headed towards my room.

            

    
        Chapter 12: Travel Partner

    
    
    
    
                I awoke early the next day, my dreams dominated by the faces of the three men I killed the day before, leaving me weary having woken up from the nightmares multiple times. It was worse than the nightmares I suffered after my family's death. If those were any indication they would haunt my dreams for years to come.

I packed everything and was ready for my departure when I received another visitor. It was Fiona Clark, a rather unassuming looking woman with dirty blonde hair. She was wearing a metal cuirass with shoulder guards but other than that her armor consisted of supple leather. I guess she was my travel companion and she didn't look happy, great.

"Bring your weapon and meet me in the training yard," she said and left.

'Geez, she could have said hi or introduced herself or something,' I thought in irritation. If it wasn't for my Identify skill I wouldn't even have know who she was.

Fiona Clark | Sword Dancer | Level 12

She was the lowest level person I had seen in the barracks so far. It was probably why she was assigned to this mission, being the least use in defense of the fort. I grabbed my staff and headed towards the training grounds. It was a square area about fifty feet across covered in hard-packed sand. I could see she was waiting for me, sword in hand and she looked annoyed. I had a sinking feeling about this.

"So, what is this training?" I said happily, trying to lighten the mood a bit as I stepped into the arena.

"A measure of your ability," she said flatly. Then she came at me like a blur.

I tried to sidestep the thrust of her sword, only managing to trip on my own feet. Her blade following me like a guided missile, cutting a shallow slash across my arm before ducking below my awkward swing and spinning back out of range. I was way out of my class against her I realized.

"What the hell!" I yelled, examining the cut on my arm. She had returned to her position on the sand.

"Your reactions are slow and clumsy, your technique lacking. Who trained you?" she said with a sour look on her face.

"My world didn't require martial skills beyond trained soldiers before the system came, why would I be trained?" I said angrily back, blood flowing from my arm.

She just tsked, "So you are relying on the basic proficiency that was given with your class I assume?"

"Yes, staff and mace. I choose it because I had no weapon at the time and was far from any place I could acquire one."

"At least you don't lack some wisdom," she said dismissively, "Come at me with all you have, do not worry about the damage we have a healer, and this arena will prevent fatal blows."

Well, that was good to know, although, she could have mentioned it before attacking me. I empowered my staff with Aura Strike and Flurry and dashed towards her casting Earth Fist. She sidestepped the earth attack and batted my strike off to the side. I tried to recover the blow but every time I got close she just batted it away with the flat of her sword all the while keeping on the move. I spun my staff trying to take out her feet but she just hopped over my strike and jabbed her sword into my closest hand causing me to nearly drop my staff. I backed away holding my wounded hand as it dripped blood on the ground. This woman was beginning to piss me off.

"Your movements are slow and highly telegraphed. Anyone with a modicum of training could see through them and you would have been dead three times over if I had wished it. We are not leaving today or even tomorrow. You will train and I will instruct. I cannot have useless baggage on this trip."

I retorted, "I didn't ask you to come", but she just gave me a death glare that seemed to be an inherent trait for women everywhere and we started training.

We trained for hours and I bled in a dozen different places all shallow cuts or stabs from her damnable sword. I hadn't managed to land a single blow on her yet. Then I got an idea. We circled each other and I kept well outside her reach as I started to spin my staff. When I had a good rhythm going I used Earth Fist under my foot to propel myself at her like a missile. I could see her raise one eyebrow at my surprising attack strategy. I grinned in triumph ready to finally land a blow. She met my staff with her sword guiding it away from her with negligent ease and into the ground. I flipped over the now impaled staff losing my grip and she kicked out at me as I passed.

"Oomph," was all that came out as she knocked the wind from me with her heavily booted foot and I tumbled to the ground in a heap.

"An interesting tactic," she said, "It leaves you open to any number of counter moves though since you have no control in the air. My suggestion would be to wait until the last moment and then use it to enhance your striking force instead. It may or may not work and it could injure you as the spell may still cause you harm, so use it at your own risk. I think that is enough training for today. I will see you here at dawn tomorrow," she said with finality and walked out of the area.

I just lay on the ground trying to catch my breath. I hurt all over and didn't feel any real improvement in my abilities. More a laundry list of stuff not to do, I guess that was some form of training. It felt more like she was punishing me for some unforeseen slight. After a while, I got up and headed off to my room. I would bathe and then eat. I also needed to talk to Frathsar about some things.

After cleaning myself I met up with the merchant and asked if he could join me for a meal.

"I already ate, but I have some free time to chat if you wish."

I nodded and we went to the food hall, I wanted to call it a cafeteria for some odd reason.

"I'm glad I was able to run into you before I left. I have a few questions about the system I was wondering if you could clarify for me."

"Certainly Paul, what would you ask me?"

"Well, one thing I noticed was the size of roaming groups anywhere from three to six, except the Commanders group and that large war party. Is there a reason for this?"

"That depends, there could be several reasons. If you are in a party all experience is shared among the group which can be good and bad depending on the situation. It's the most likely reason you see smaller groups running around town. If you lack any special skills to enhance group size your group limit is six people."

"Now you can run into much larger groups that aren't in a party. This means only the one that does the killing blow will get the experience. For example, the Commander has leadership abilities that allow him to group the entire barracks and set subgroups within. This is quite common among city defenders and the like. A war party is slightly different. War leaders utilize another skill that allows the leader to command a large group. Everyone under the war leader gets reduced experience and the war leader receive a larger share. The reason armies or war parties do this is so they can track the flow of battle and easily command troops by giving them instructions directly through their system display."

"Makes sense in a way, another question?"

"Certainly, go ahead and ask."

"Why is it that nobody here is using advanced weapons or armor?"

"That is an oddity of the world I came from. Most advanced technologies didn't seem to work well on our planet, that and the fact that most guns like your rifle or pistol do little damage in the grand scheme of things means people were better off utilizing primitive tech and armor for the stat bonuses."

"There are certain mana fueled technologies that did work and were starting to appear on the market but they are prohibitively expensive for most people. My mana pistol is one example but you would need to supply these types of items with the mana unless you have a mana battery or generator to power it."

"Your world is different. It seems from everything I have seen that technology and magic will coexist just fine here."

Have you noticed any working tech?" he asked questioningly.

I shrugged and pulled out the wind-up flashlight from my small bag that I carried with me now.

"I have this," I said winding up the device and turning it on.

He marveled at the item and asked if he could inspect it. He turned it over in his hands inspecting every piece of the item before handing it back.

"A fascinating little device, do you know how it functions?"

"I have a general idea," I said, "From what I understand spinning this piece will generate an electrical field that powers a capacitor. I haven't seen any other working technology other than guns of course but those are only mechanical in nature."

"Hmmm. I wonder if a mana fueled version of your device could be created I will have to ponder that and see if I can cobble something together. I enjoy a bit of tinkering now and then," he said with a smile, "Now, any further questions for me today?"

I thought about it for a bit and came up with one more question that maybe he would have some insight on.

"These gangs," I said thoughtfully.

"Yes, what about them?"

"It seems odd to me that on the very first day groups like this would coalesce and hit levels well above my own."

"It is odd," the merchant said, "Unless, they had prior knowledge of the system. Perhaps someone attempted a power play to control your planet but failed and the system activated early. It would explain a few oddities I have noted."

I didn't like the thought of some globally reaching power trying to control the entire populace through the system but it made a strange sort of sense. I had nothing against governments controlling the populace to some extent, but if Frathsar was right this seemed more like someone wanting ultimate control over everyone's lives and I wasn't about to be someone's slave. I would have to do some more digging; maybe a larger town could provide some more information. I thanked the merchant for his time and headed off to bed.

The next two days were a rinse and repeat of me getting my ass handed to me by Fiona, who only seemed to get more violent with me each day. In those two days, I had only managed to score a glancing blow on her that resulted in an extra helping of whoop-ass from her. I lay in my bed too sore to do anything other than remain still. It did allow me time to think about the trip south. We would be leaving tomorrow and I was tempted to just leave the prickly woman behind and tell the Commander he could go screw himself. But I knew an extra fighter on this trip couldn't hurt. Originally my destination was ninety miles or so but if we ran into more rending on the way who knows how long it would take. So far the roads were intact but even that could change. There were just too many unknowns. I sighed and closed my eyes to try and get some sleep.

We set out early the next day with no fanfare. Not that I expected much but seriously nobody even cared to wish us off. Oh well. Fiona was as grumpy as ever and refused to even speak to me. The typical silent treatment I thought, but I had no idea what I even did to draw her ire so I left the woman to stew in her feelings. When I tried asking she just glared daggers at me and I decided to keep to myself after that.

It didn't take us long to leave the town behind as the barracks were situated closer to the southern end of the town. We encountered only one weak group of Sulid that Fiona and I dispatched before they even knew we were there. After that, we walked unmolested for hours. I started to notice more and more abandoned cars on the road. A few were burned-out and blood, lots of blood. Fiona had been quiet and weird, occasionally looking back as we walked. I tried asking her about it but she acted like it never happened and glared at me. Fine if she wanted to play the petulant child so be it.

I stopped to examine the blood and one of the unburnt cars. The blood was mostly dry and I only gave a cursory examination to the drying stains. The car was my real goal, I was examining an old wood panel wagon probably from the late 70's early 80's if I had to guess. Likely carbureted and should still run but it was stopped like the rest of the cars. This made me curious to know why and might explain why I had not seen any working vehicles at all.

"Why do you waste your time examining that horseless carriage when we need to hurry south?"

I was surprised to hear Fiona speak after so long in silence and blinked in surprise.

"Curiosity mostly, and to answer a question I have had since day one. It won't take long," I added seeing her sour demeanor.

I got back to the car and ignored the surly woman for a few minutes. The hood popped open and I pulled it up. Everything looked intact and it should start. I turned the key but no power. I found some loose wire and connected it to either battery terminal then touched them together. Not so much as a spark.

"Well, that answers my question."

"Good now we can quit wasting time and keep moving."

I rounded on the woman, "What is your problem?"

She just ignored my question and started back down the road. The woman appeared to be a bit jumpy like she had never left the safety of a town before. I thought this was why her behavior was so odd. Not for the first time I wished the Commander had sent someone else with me. We walked for another hour before the land changed for the extreme.

Terrain that should have been mostly flat farmland with small groups of trees dotting the landscape turned into sharp rock outcroppings and deep gorges that looked like a scar across the landscape. So that's what I decided to call it on my hand-drawn map The Scar.

You have earned 500 XP for naming an unknown landmark

Oh, experience for discovering and naming a new location. My inner explorer shouted in joy at this news. The edges of The Scar weren't visible from this vantage point, too many trees. It reminded me a lot of the Grand Canyon, only not as deep or wide and the tops of the rock pillars contained the remains of the road and even part of a house that I spotted far off. Also, unlike the Grand Canyon, it was filled with trees and shrubbery along the sides and bottom.

"Let's stop here and rest for a bit," I suggested, knowing it would be either a long trip down or around and this was as good a place as any to spend the night.

"No we will continue on into the night so I can be done with this assignment."

"Then be my guest I'm stopping here. I am not entering those foothills surrounding The Scar in the dark."

"Scar? What nonsense, you will continue, I command it."

"Command all you want lady, I don't report to you," I said angrily, getting ready to sit down before I heard her sword leave its sheath.

"What are you doing?" I said, eying her warily.

"I know what you are up to, and I will not fall victim to your ploy."

What was this woman on about, what ploy?

"I think you're confused about something, how about you put away the sword and let's talk this out."

"Silence foul trickster, I have heard enough of your lies and stalling tactics. I can hear your friends approaching even now."

'Friends? What is she on about,' my confusion at her words showing on my face. This didn't hold her blade though.

She came at me in a blur and I twisted to the side managing to knock her sword away at the last moment but I knew I couldn't beat her. All my boosts were active as I had just refreshed them, but she also had these same advantages as we were grouped up at the time of casting. She left the group right as she attacked me leaving me low on mana.

She chose the perfect moment to strike so that I would be at a disadvantage and I was, my mana was below 200 and I couldn't cast the only spell that may even the odds in this fight. She slashed me across the bicep as I reeled back trying to get outside her reach but she kept pushing me and I couldn't block or use my abilities fast enough as I backpedaled and slid to the side to avoid her strikes.

The kick came out of nowhere and I felt myself flying through open air. That's when I realized my mistake she had lured me into a position to kick me off the cliff. I flew through the air for a few seconds before I tumbled down the incline losing my staff and taking multiple hits from trees and rocks as I bounced down the rocky hill. My health fell precipitously but I managed to cast Rejuvenate as I fell, hoping it would be enough to save me as I slammed into the ground.

They say it's not the fall that kills you but the sudden stop at the end. "They" can fuck right off, I hit the bottom with a meaty thud 12 health remaining both legs broken and at least one of my arms as well. The other was pinned between some rocks that had tumbled loose from my fall, I just lay there in pain gasping to try and recover my breath that had been knocked out as I slammed against the ground, my head too fuzzy to cast any more healing. I was bleeding and the only thing keeping me alive was my slowly dwindling Rejuvenate spell.

            

    
        Chapter 13: Betrayed

    
    
    
    
                I slowly opened my eyes, realizing I must have passed out from the pain. My head still pounded and I still couldn't move. I glanced at my health and saw it had gone up to 23 in the time I had been unconscious. I didn't want to do the math but I had to figure out how long I had been lying here, assuming my health had not dropped below the 12 I had before I lost consciousness. I figured I was out less than an hour.

My head was now clear enough now to cast Rejuvenate and I was certainly glad for the ability to cast silently as even those small movements caused me pain, I couldn't imagine the pain a word of power would cause as it affected my entire body. I tried casting Cleanse as well to see if it would clear my head some more but there was no noticeable effect. I repeated casting Rejuvenate when it came off cooldown until my arm snapped back into place.

Now that my free arm was healed I could cast Healing Touch.

This was the one downside of the spell. It could be cast on anyone within 25m except the caster, for that, I needed palm contact with myself to cast it. It was an odd peculiarity of the spell. I felt my legs repair themselves next as my health ticked up.

With that done I looked around to find my backpack, or what was left of it.

It was torn open from the fall and all of my supplies had been scattered along the hillside. I just lay there for a minute and decided to go over any notifications while I took stock of the situation.

Congratulations you have earned the title Indomitable, weak men break in the face of adversity, you just laugh 25% improved chance to stop deadly blood loss

I could do without the flavor text but at least my near-death experience had gifted me something in return. I turned over to try and free my trapped arm. It took a few minutes but I managed to pull it free from the rubble.

While doing this I wondered why Fiona had not come down here and finished me off. She had mentioned that she heard people coming? At the time I thought she had just used it as an excuse to attack me but what if it wasn't. Who could have been trailing us? Someone from the town perhaps, but I didn't know anyone other than Frathsar and the few Royal Guard...

'Oh, no.'

If she thought it was someone from the Black Dragons then her strange behavior towards me started to make sense. At least since we began our trip, I was starting to suspect the Commander may have said something about me as well to sour her mood towards me. She must have thought I was stalling deliberately to allow them to catch up and capture or kill her. No wonder she attacked me, still, she should have said something sooner. We could have fought them together or fled.

I'm not sure I would have acted much differently in her place. With someone, you barely know and as soon as you leave safety you realize people are following you. I would like to think I would try and communicate better but I could see her side as well.

While I was alone, she had an entire garrison of people to think about, and if her mission failed nobody would know for weeks. Long after it was too late to do anything about their situation.

While her actions started to make some sense it didn't make me any happier about my current situation. Or the fact that I still had a quest to fulfill to earn that money, held in trust by the weird rules of the system Frathsar assured me. I looked up to the top of the cliff. It was a good hundred feet at least to the top.

Cursing that woman under my breath I started collecting my items or what was left of them and putting them into a pile to sort through. It took me almost half an hour to find my staff wedged into a tree a quarter of the way up, and retrieve it from the hillside. It was good to be armed again.

Finishing the mission would be damn near impossible now unless the woman managed to flee our pursuers. If they captured her who knew where they would go. The fact that the mission was still active told me she was likely still alive.

It seemed like the likely place would be to move farther south. I don't think the Black Dragons had a large force in the town, otherwise, I would have expected them to surround the Library, instead of fleeing. I could try and beat them to the other side of The Scar. I saw the land around the top and it looked rough to travel across. I'm not quite sure what I would do if I caught up with them though. Especially if that Sharla woman was there.

I could always turn around and report to the Commander what happened. Somehow I doubt I would leave that conversation alive.

How had they even managed to find or track us? Had they been waiting specifically for me or someone from the Royal Guard. Had someone sold us out, it seemed the most likely option since they would have had to wait days for us to appear otherwise. It might also have the added benefit of ridding the town of the only truly powerful people leaving it free for the Guard to steamroll the rest of the populace. I wanted to think better of them but I hardly knew them.

While pondering the conundrum I went over my recovered gear. The backpack was a mess with a torn strap and a large hole in the side. I was able to roughly patch it with some torn cloth and a sharp stick that I used as a really rough needle and some thread I made from one of my spare socks.

My windup flashlight was a loss. The charging handle was busted off the side and the bulb had been smashed against a sharp rock. I decided to keep it anyway in case I found replacement parts. My tent and tent poles were shredded and broken so I tossed them off to the side.

Thankfully my sleeping bag had survived intact and I was glad for that. My food and water had been mostly lost, though I managed to recover one intact water bottle and three of my meal bars if only smashed a little. I sighed and berated myself for being such a fool.

I should have immediately turned the Commander down when I found out how much Fiona disliked me during training or requested someone else accompany me. Someone perhaps a bit more level-headed. Whatever happened I needed to level before I caught up with her or whoever had her. My guess being they would skirt around the landmark.

Going around could take a few hours or days depending on the landscape but my estimate was on the later as I could not see the end of The Scar as I affectionately called it and that meant it was at least ten miles across. Now she could run the entire way and I knew she had the endurance for it but with the unfamiliar terrain, I doubt even she would risk it and if she was captured I doubt the group would risk that pace if they had any sense.

I made my choice, I would go through The Scar and as straight across as possible to try and outpace her or them. I hitched up my repaired backpack and got ready to set off. Then Lady Luck slapped me across the face and said, "Not on my watch," as the strap broke again, dumping all of my items back on the ground.

"Whyyyy!" I yelled in frustration.

After doubling up on the repair and testing the strap I finally managed to head off through the winding ravines and hills. I had a few hours until dark and wanted to find a good place to hold up for the night. After a few minutes, I started hearing rustling in the brush around me. At first, my mind went to Fiona having found me but I quickly rejected that idea. I set my bag down and prepared my staff. Out of the thick undergrowth came a large boar. It noticed me and grunted a challenge as it pawed the ground.

Tusked Boar | Level 5

"F-you piglet I've had a bad day," I said in response, and the beast charged.

I waited until he got up a good head of steam and cast Earth Fist right in his path. The beast slammed headfirst into the spike of earth and made a terrible squealing sound. I no longer had a gun since my pistol ran out of ammo and I was forced to leave the rifle behind at the library so I just bashed the beast over the head repeatedly until it went quiet, which took longer than I expected on such a low-level creature. My experience ticked up again but I still didn't level. I needed to find a better place to farm.

I walked on leaving the dead beast behind. I had no hatchet anymore, that was lost in the fall and my pocket knife wasn't going to be sharp enough to skin the animal. I did loot it and received two boar tusks.

After another thirty minutes of walking, I saw what I thought was a cave at the end of a cul-de-sac between opposing cliffs. I thought it was worth checking out so I headed in that direction.

"Bugs eww, why did it have to be bugs," I grumbled looking at the cave from a good distance away, watching the large centipede-like creatures crawl around the mouth of the cave. They had to be at least five feet long with six-inch-long mandibles that looked strong enough to tear a limb off. 'I just need to clear them out so I can rest for the night,' I told myself. Should be easy to kill a few bugs even if they were big bugs. I made my way down to get in range of my Identify spell.

Rock Centipede | Level 5

I prepared my spells and started to approach them. It didn't take long for them to notice me and start clacking their mandibles together angrily at me. This was going to suck. They all came at me at once and I decided to split them up by hitting the middle one in the side with an Earth Fist knocking him into the one beside him.

This bought me a few seconds as they untangled themselves. I slapped the first one to reach me aside with my staff with a jab. I backpedaled as the other two closed in spinning my staff and slapping away mandibles. I wasn't entirely successful and took a couple of slashes to my legs and thighs as they tried to bite at me, the cuts being shallow.

I cast Rejuvenate and ducked under one as it tried to jump at me. Turns out their legs are just as sharp as their jaws and it sliced my back up rather well as it passed over unable to gain purchase. I spun in a circle clearing the creatures from my vicinity and dashed back down the trail as they gave chase. My back on fire from the numerous small gashes.

I used Healing Touch and jabbed out at the closet one activating Flurry of Blows. Each strike cracked its hard exoskeleton and it went down unmoving. I dodged another incoming bite and kicked the offender in the head stomping it into the ground where orange ichor oozed out.

Two down three to go. One of the remaining three reared back and spit a grey blob at me that stuck to my shirt. It wasn't causing me any damage but I could feel the fabric bunch up as it touched the glob. I smacked the next centipede to rise in the side causing it to miss its aim and hit the third one who was now having trouble dislodging its legs from the gooey mess.

Dashing in I picked up the one I hit with my staff flinging it back and away with an upward swing. I ducked under another glob of spit and smashed that one over the head. My two days of torturous training with Fiona paying off. She had been much faster than these creatures. It crashed to the ground kicking and tearing as it tried to recover its faculties. I didn't give it the time and smashed down on its head again until it stopped moving. I felt a wet slap against my back as the stuck centipede managed to free its legs and spit at me.

"Dammit, forgot to keep the enemy in sight."

I dashed back at the monster hitting him with some rapid jabs. I would have used flurry but it was still on cool down. It went down after a few strikes only leaving the one I tossed away left. I went to turn and my back brushed against a bush tangling me up as the substance coating my back stuck to that as well. I could see the last monster scuttling towards me then it stopped just out of range and started spitting at me. I managed to dodge most of the spit but it hit me twice in the leg and I could feel my foot sticking to the ground. My cooldown time for Earth Fist finally reset and I smashed the creature into the side of the hill with the spell killing it.

You have reached level 7, modifiers increased by 1, 3 free skill slots available

You have 3 open skill slots. to see available skills at your level please enter the skill chart

I decided to wait on the skills as I tried to get free of the substance the Rock Centipedes spit on me. Luckily the stuff seemed to harden after some time and flake off. Although it left my hoodie and pants looking like some male teenagers used... You know what not even going to continue on that line of thought. I just pulled the hoodie off to get as much of the dried spit off as possible.

"Ewww," I said peeling the last of the hardened spit off. I can imagine getting surrounded by these bugs only to get covered in this stuff and for it to harden leaving me motionless. I shuddered at the thought, putting the hoodie back on as it was still chilly at night during this time of year.

I decided to loot the bodies first getting 15 chitin plates and 10 mandibles for my efforts. I wasn't sure why sometimes the system seemed to give out more of an animal's parts than others when looting. It would have to be another question for later I thought, tossing the items in my bag. I looked at the cave deciding not to go in until I selected my two skills. I kind of wanted to save the free one I earned until I made it to the Bazaar to see what I could purchase. I opened up my skills page to see what was available to me.

Seismic Strike: Causes a rippling wave of Earth to deal weapon damage to everything within 20m from the point of impact and causing those affected to stumble, Cost 100 mana, cooldown 3min

Healing Aura: Your body emits a healing aura that affects all your party members within 20m Heal 150 hp over 30sec, excludes caster in effect, Cost 75 mana, cooldown 1min

Imbue: Imbue your weapon with elemental damage for 60m. Must choose damage type when activating the skill - cannot be changed while active, Cost 50 mana, cooldown 60min

Stunning Gust: Your attack produced a gust of wind that causes weapon damage and has a chance to stun the target, 15m range, Cost 25 mana, cooldown 15sec

Now all of these were good skills and I could see a definite Earth and wind theme going with my class, I would only choose two of them though, saving the extra skill slot to see if a more interesting skill came along. Seismic Strike seemed like a no brainer. Having an area of effect combat ability would come in handy. Casting cost was steep but I would have to juggle that with my other abilities anyway. Healing Aura made sense if I was in a group or party at least if I could trust them enough to use it, best to skip that for now.

Imbue seemed nice but it didn't say if it added damage or converted your weapon over to that damage type. I was leaning on the latter which could be good or bad depending on the situation. Adding fire element and then running into fire-based creatures would leave me without a way to damage them until I could change the spell out. Waiting to cast it until combat would be ideal but then I'm stuck with it for the full 60 minutes. I might pick it up later.

Last was Stunning Gust. It wasn't the most impressive of skills but it filled out what I lacked which was a ranged attack option other than my Earth Fist. It was also cheap to cast and recharged quickly enough that I would likely get multiple uses of it during a fight. I made my choice, Seismic Strike and Stunning Gust were added to my ability list. I decided to look at my stats since I hadn't in some time; Frathsar had been nice enough to show me how to display my modifiers as well. Damn hidden features.

Paul Fuller | Mantra Enchanter | Level 7

Strength: 11(+2) modifier x8

Endurance: 16 modifier x26

Agility: 13(+2) modifier x8

Perception: 12 modifier x8

Intelligence: 16 modifier x26

Wisdom: 14 modifier x8

Charisma: 11 modifier x8

Luck: 12 modifier x8

HP: 416(457)

Mana: 416

Mana Regen(M): 112

SKILLS

Lesser Rejuvenate

Minor Wind Walk

Minor Giant Strength

Shield

Area of Denial

Healing Touch

Earth Fist

Aura Strike

Endure

Rock Skin

Cleanse

Flurry of Blows

Seismic Strike

Stunning Gust

Ew, it showed my last name.., anyway Frathsar had told me what the modifiers are used for. Seemed like the modifiers started at a base 20 or a base 2 and went up one every level. Strength was used to determine additional damage on a critical hit, not just hitting something in a critical spot but an actual critical strike determined by my luck and other abilities.

That meant I could do an additional 104 damage including my weapon damage and critical bonus damage to the target. This explains why sometimes my strikes seemed to one hit creatures. Not much can stand up to a strike that was nearly 200 damage, at least at my level.

The Strength modifier also determined my carrying capacity. A base strength of 11 was not that great and I wasn't including my skill boost in my math because I couldn't keep it active all the time yet which meant I could carry 88 lbs before I would suffer penalties.

Of course, intelligence went towards my mana and spell effectiveness. Wisdom would improve my mana regeneration rate. I may have added a few too many points in wisdom this early as my mana regeneration per minute was now up to 112. Oh well, I can never have too much mana, not with my power-hungry skills.

Agility was a bit more nebulous; Frathsar said it had some effect on acrobatics and base movement speed as well as coordination to some extent. The product of the two numbers came to 104; did that mean my base movement speed was 104, 104 what? Or 104% and what was considered normal? I certainly didn't feel twice as fast as I did before the system. So perhaps base 100% would be normal, I felt slightly faster and more agile than I did pre System. It made sense if I was 4% faster than normal which felt about right.

Perception dealt with my ability to see long distances and spot stuff that was out of the ordinary. I could now focus and pick out details at a much longer range than before the system. It is an ability more useful for ranged attackers and perhaps thief types though.

Charisma helps people like you or helps you gain others' trust more easily. There is no formula set in stone as there are many underlying threads or interconnected links that could skew the calculation one way or another.

Endurance dealt with Hit Points and how long you could fight or run for without exhausting yourself. Then there was Luck. Frathsar speculated that it had to do with drop rate and chance to hit a critical strike or even avoid one. Now that I had applied two of my free skill points and checked my stats I was ready to head into the cave.

            

    
        Chapter 14: The Horde

    
    
    
    
                As I crossed the threshold of the cave I got a new message.

You have entered The Chitin Horde: Level 5 dungeon. Recommended team size 4 people of level 6 or higher

"Well I did want to level up, might be just the place I needed," I sighed and gripped my staff, "Maximum effort."

***

I smashed the last centipede of this group into the ground and took a breather. This was the third wave I fought off so far and I had nearly died in the first wave when I tried to use my new Seismic Strike not realizing it was a two-part spell. The second wave hit me before the spell cooldown refreshed and I choose to go without the skill for the third wave, instead deciding to utilize Stunning Gust. I backed out to the cave entrance to buy myself more time before the next wave hit so I could look over the skill description in detail. I would have to remember to acclimate the spell knowledge I learned in the future instead of just assuming all of my spells acted the same.

Seismic Strike: Causes a rippling wave of Earth to deal weapon damage to everything within 20m from the point of impact and causing those affected to stumble, Cost 100 mana, cool down 3m

It took a bit of digging but I found the issue I was having.

Point of impact spells requires a somatic component in the form of origination loci. Can be accomplished with a part of the body or weapon

The system could be so vague sometimes, how was I supposed to know that point of impact meant that was a second step. Casting the spell as it was intended to be cast I could hear and feel a thrumming hum coming from my throat and I activated the next step by slamming the end of my staff into the ground. The power of the spell rippled out from that point and into the ground shaking the floor, walls, and ceiling causing some loose rocks to fall but no serious structural damage to the dungeon which was reassuring.

The spell also caused some screeches from down the tunnel as the next wave was hit by the edge of the spell's effect. I smiled, time to get to work.

I waded through the next group of five centipedes which seemed to be immune to the stumble effects of my spell, not surprising with that many legs. I spun my staff in a horizontal slash letting out a Stunning Gust at the closest bug.

It went down but wasn't dead, I continued the spin of my staff around my back slapping the next one back as it tried to spit at me. I jabbed my staff in its face crushing it against the wall and jumped back as three spit globs came at me. I managed to dodge two as the third hit me in the arm. I hit one of the centipedes with an Earth Fist ending its life and jumped towards the last two with Flurry active. I wanted to see if I could hit both with one attack, I wasn't quite effective as I managed to strike the first one three times, then I missed two strikes as I adjusted my aim towards the second bug only managing to hit it once as the spell faded away.

The first one died from the damage but the second one lunged at me trying to rip my throat out with its sharp mandibles, I attempted to lean back and only managed to fall over as the bug sunk its mandibles in my raised arm.

"AAAAHH!" I screamed as the creature tried to rip my arm off. I managed to roll over on top of the bug, using my body weight to push down on my staff hard enough to crush its head against the floor. After it died I pried its jaws off my arm with shaking fingers, rolling off to the side while casting Rejuvenate as the last centipede lunged at me from behind. This time I remembered to keep track of all my targets. Rolling out of the way hurt my already injured arm but I grit my teeth.

"I didn't forget about you, my creepy crawly friend," I said, getting to my feet and keeping my wounded arm low to my side. I weakly jabbed out with my staff using my good arm and the creature dodged to the side. I cast Aura Strike and rushed in with some more jabs and thrusts. I had noticed these creatures weren't very good at backing up.

Eventually, I got the strike I needed and the creature fell over dead. I looked at the mess that was my right arm. Already the wound was healing. I had lucked out with the sticky spit as well, there was so much dust and debris on the ground that the spit I was covered in had failed to stick to the floor. That would have been bad. My arm slowly regenerated and I used Cleanse to make sure I didn't get any nasty disease from the bite wound.

As long as I kept track of these bugs they weren't all that hard to fight, my staff easily able to crush the hard carapace. They were relatively slow as well, which is probably why they had the restrictive spit. I just needed to avoid being hit by their mandibles, feet, and the spit.

My mana and health ticked up as I waited for the next wave of bugs. It seemed to be taking longer for each successive wave to come at me. Probably because they had longer to travel, that was fine with me it gave me time to recover my health and mana and let my cooldowns end.

This was too slow. I needed to try and draw as many waves to me as I could. Luckily the cave had some bioluminescent moss along the walls allowing me to see somewhat as I sprinted down the tunnel ducking and dodging past the scuttling bugs that seemed to be surprised by my actions. This didn't prevent me from being hit a few times by spit or attacks and I used Rejuvenate to keep my health topped up. I did this until I had a train of twenty of the Rock Centipedes following me.

When I saw the next group, and before they spotted me, I doubled back, casting Area of Denial and Seismic Strike. Then I turned into a whirlwind of spins jabs and thrusts using all of my abilities to kill off the monsters before my spell ran out. I managed to get eighteen of them before the spell ended and I finished the last two off without taking any serious wounds. The area around me was covered in spit and orange ichor in a perfect circle from where it slid down the field's surface.

I carefully stepped over the bodies making sure to avoid any of the still sticky spit. I was exhausted. Who knew fighting was so taxing even with my high endurance it took a lot out of me. I made sure to loot every corpse, but like the ones, before they only seemed to drop chitin plates and mandibles. My pack was full of them now and I had to leave the rest behind.

I really, really, needed a dimensional storage item; it was getting tiring losing out on all this extra loot. Sighing, I jogged back up the tunnel. I was gaining experience quite fast in this cave but my big ability was on cooldown and I needed a break. Leaving wouldn't be a problem as it took 12 hours for dungeons to reset after you left, according to Frathsar. I may have to deal with more than one group of the beasties when I returned but it shouldn't be a big deal, now that I had a bit of a rhythm. I exited the cave and looked around for firewood. I had an idea I wanted to test.

It didn't take me long to gather a few armfuls and toss them next to the cave entrance. I even dragged some larger logs over. I wasn't going to smoke them out, that would just be ridiculous. Even if I did know how large the cave system was, I was more likely to be swarmed by the bugs before the smoke did any noticeable damage.

This wall of wood was mostly to keep the multi-legged horrors away from me for a few hours while I ate and rested. After a few more trips I figured I had enough materials and entered the dungeon again. I had to fight off ten of the beasts at a time as soon as I got back in and that was a close one. The only thing that saved me was one of the health injectors I had gotten from Frathsar. That man was a godsend.

Other than the battle being a bit more hectic it was becoming easier as I was starting to get into a groove and getting better at dodging the damn spit. After I killed off the bugs in the first room I started hauling in the logs and kindling. I piled up the logs and remains of centipedes in the tightest portion of the cave tunnel. It wasn't perfect but it would work for my needs.

I used some other kindling to start a small fire near the entrance keeping my eye on the barrier I constructed. The sounds of chittering were coming from the other side and every three minutes I would cast Seismic Strike and an Earth Fist beyond the wall. The squeals of anger were enough to let me know I had scored a hit. I then walked over to make sure the barrier was still intact.

I repeated this for the next three hours taking the time between attacks to eat. I only once had to fight off a wave of three that managed to get through the wall before I could resecure it. I even managed to hit level 8 during those three hours. While I wasn't offered any new skills I did get upgrades to some existing ones.

Rejuvenate: Heals 95hp over 30sec 25m range, Cost 25 mana, cooldown 30sec

Minor Giant Strength+: Increase strength by 2 for 10min, Cost 30 mana, cooldown 6min

Improved Earth Fist: Deals Earth damage INT x .34 Modifier to target within 25m range, Cost 60 mana, cooldown 1min

These were all very nice skill bumps. Rejuvenate was starting to become less and less effective as I fought harder mobs. Hopefully, it would keep leveling every 3 levels or so. The increase to my strength buff was a major boon as now I could keep it active all the time.

It was still quite expensive versus my Wind Walk spell but I was glad nonetheless. Even my venerable Earth Fist got a decent bump in damage ability going from the .25 modifier bonus to the .34 which was quite an increase. That bumped the damage potential of Earth Fist from 108 to 144. It was my single most powerful ability to do constant damage at the moment. It also had versatility as a speed-boosting platform if I could train some more with it that way. Now that I was level 8 I wanted to see what my health, mana, and regen rate were at with the boost to the modifier.

HP: 432(475) 

Mana: 432

Mana Regen(M): 126

Excellent, I was now recovering my mana at 2 per second. It was getting to the point where I would be able to use my cheaper abilities nonstop during a fight without having to worry too much about running out of mana. While I was going over my stats I noticed my icon lit up letting me know Area of denial was reset and it was now time to put my plan in motion.

I could hear a horde of the little buggers on the other side of my improvised wall and I smiled. I had been thinking about this tactic since my fight with the crazy Black Dragon mage and I wanted to see how well it worked or if it worked at all.

I walked right up to the wall and cast Seismic Strike to rile the centipedes up since it didn't do a whole lot of damage. When I heard the centipedes clamoring at the wall even fiercer I knew it was time. Pressing myself against the barrier I cast Area of Denial causing the logs and corpses to shoot down the tunnel twenty or thirty feet as my barrier forced them away from me at high speed.

The results were spectacular. Crushed and mutilated corpses of Rock Centipedes lay strewn about and I waded through the remains to kill any survivors.

"Newton said you can suck on his law," I said stomping through the remains bashing anything alive. All in all forty centipedes had died from my improvised claymore, and I even got a nifty notification or four for it.

Congratulations you are the first person in your zone to deal over 1000 damage with one strike 1500 XP awarded

Congratulations you are the first person on your planet to deal over 10000 damage with one strike 15000 XP awarded

Congratulations you are the first person in your zone to kill forty creatures in a single attack 400 XP awarded

You have earned the title Overkill: If your attack brings a creature down to less than 5% health they die immediately

The XP rewards were awesome, but I was curious about the forty creatures' one. It said a single attack so I could definitely see a bunch of min-maxers training huge groups of mobs that had been weakened and then just finishing them all off with one weak AOE. I looked at my experience bar, even with that much experience my bar only moved up eighteen percent, not including the experience from the monsters. I decided to reset the barrier as soon as my zone spell wore off. It was time to grind.

I continued this process for another six hours getting past the halfway point on my experience bar before I needed to rest. I managed to trick the bugs into spitting all over my barrier making it even harder to get past and I piled up even more wood before sitting down next to the glowing coals of my fire.

I used some string I had in my bag along with the chitin shells as an alarm system. If the wall was disturbed too much the shells would start clacking together making an awful racket. During my downtime, I slept fitfully popping awake every few hours to see that the barrier was undisturbed other than the sounds of all the tiny feet and jaws clacking on the other side. It appeared intact so I dozed off again. I only managed a few more hours of sleep and upon waking decided to try my hand at crafting some replacement armor. Or even just a new chest piece to replace my holy version, amen.

I had a rough idea of what I wanted to make. Styling it like old Japanese paper armor with overlapping plates. There were more than enough of them I thought, glancing over to a pile of the chitin coverings. I didn't have any leather cord other than on my current jerkin what I did have was a lot of nylon cord from my tent and a rope I had packed.

I just needed to figure out how to poke holes in the plating to pass the cord through. I looked around for a sharp rock that was big enough to hold yet pointy enough to make a small hole and got to work. I went through five plates before I figured out a method to make the holes without cracking the surprisingly delicate plates.

Turns out the armor cracked quite easily if you pressed down too hard on the edges as they were slightly concave on the inside. I hoped that overlapping them would reduce this risk of cracking, if not I had another idea to try. I managed to get three plates together before I had to kill off another large group of centipedes that had started getting through my wall. Another improvised claymore later and some cleanup to follow I restacked the wall recovered more plates and got back to work.

It took me two more hours before I had twenty-five plates prepped and ready for assembly. I stacked five of the plates together in an overlapping pattern kind of like roof tiles.

"Now for the test," I said, slamming my staff down on the plates. They all cracked under the blow.

"Well shit, I guess it's time for plan B."

Plan B was, of course, adding runes to the plates. What runes, I had no idea as I had not had time to invest in furthering my research on them. Surprisingly the books were one of the few items that had remained in my bag during my tumble down the cliff. A little banged up perhaps but intact. I pulled them out and started reading, looking for anything that might help me. I found something interesting in my second book, a combination of runes that were said to aide in flexibility while getting older.

"Hmm, maybe I didn't need to make them stronger just more flexible."

Pulling out my little pocket knife I started scratching combinations of the runes into the back on a few plates to test the efficacy of the pattern. I didn't know if they had to be in any order, or have a design attached to them, like the common Celtic knots. For this test, I decided to keep it simple and only carve the actual runic symbols. After I was done I equipped each to see the bonus. I wish I had an upgraded Identify spell that worked on items it would have made this process a lot faster.

Chitin plate .01 armor -5% flexibility

Ok, the first one was a miss even though I gained the runic combination to decrease flexibility. Maybe it would come in handy later.

Chitin plate .01 armor +1% durability

Interesting but not exactly what I was going for. Another runic combination was stored in my notes.

Chitin plate .01 armor +2% flexibility

Perfect, now for a control test. I set the three plates down on the flattest spot I could find. I also included a piece that was not infused with runes. I pressed my staff butt end into the plate, slowly increasing the force until it cracked.

I did this for three more basic plates to try and get a feel for the standard breaking point. Then I tried it on the first plate and it broke with a little less force. Next, I moved to the durability one and it surprisingly held up longer than the basic plates by a few seconds. Now for the last plate, I pressed down and the plate creaked and finally snapped. It was an improvement over all my other designs by a bit. I needed to practice and clean up my scribing to hopefully improve on the overall bonus the runes gave.

            

    
        Chapter 15: Rune crafting is hard

    
    
    
    
                Oh god, my hands ached, my body ached, and I was going cross-eyed from all this carving and crafting. Despite the aches and pains, I had finally managed to get my rune crafting skill up enough to eke out a 4% flexibility boost most of the time and a three percent in the rest, making sure those plates went to non-critical areas on my armor. Turns out runes are very sensitive to the overall depth of the carving and having that depth as consistent as possible increased the effectiveness of the runes. I was sure I was just barely scratching the surface of what runes were capable of.

Because of the hard work, I earned the skill armor crafting as I assembled the roughly shaped Chitin Jerkin, using my old jerkin as a template of sorts as well as a backing material. The plates were quite heavy; I mean what had I expected from rock centipede armor coming in at around 15 pounds. I did have to sacrifice a shirt to cover the hole in my leather but it was worth it.

Rune crafted leather-backed chitin jerkin

Quality: Low

Armor: 12

Slashing resistance: 25%

Acid resistance 10%

This layered plate jerkin was crafted by a novice crafter with subpar materials each plate was painstakingly rune crafted to improve the flexibility of the armor. Because of this, any movement penalties for armor are based on light armor

It wasn't much to look at, bits of cloth and colorful nylon rope sticking through dark grey plates. It looked like someone's very first attempt at cosplay. I guess that wasn't far from the truth.

I even got experience for my first crafted armor and rune crafted item.

Congratulations for crafting your first set of armor you receive 500 XP

Congratulations for crafting your first set of runic armor you receive 1500 XP

All in all, it took me sixty-two of the plates to cover the majority of the armor. I made sure to pack as many of the plates as I could fit in my bag after that, which turned out to be about 120 plates. The XP was a nice boost, although at this point it was just a drop in the bucket.

Work on the armor had taken far longer than I had anticipated mostly due to my having to stop every few hours and clear out the mobs. I think it was time to finish off this dungeon and move on. My Area of Denial spell was off cooldown and I cast it blasting the barrier away, I waded through the destruction as I moved down the passage killing anything in sight.

I cut through the groups of mobs much easier now with my extra level and armor. They also seemed to hesitate for a split second when they spotted the plating as if unsure. I didn't mind, it was an extra second for me to bash a skull in. I continued moving down the hall deeper and deeper, going past my previous depth. After killing off six more groups I reached the boss room.

Helgatha | Rock Centipede Queen | Level 7

The cave was large, covered in thousands of tiny rock centipedes, all the way up to the nearly full-grown ones and the queen, at least twenty feet long curled around a massive clutch of eggs.

"Well, that explains the endless waves of mobs." I murmured.

"Orkin man, I heard you had a pest problem have no fear for I am here," I said in my most macho voice, striding into the birthing chamber while casting Seismic Strike.

The Queen shrieked as her eggs and young died from my spell. The sheer death as my spell went off was fan-fucking-tastic. Dead insects were falling from the walls and ceiling like drops of rain, smelly nasty rain that got caught in my hair and mouth. Oh god, the taste.

I whipped a Stunning Gust off at the queen as she was rearing back to hock a massive spit at me. The stun landed and she flopped over twitching. The few remaining adolescents that survived my first attack scurried towards me and I went at them with gusto. Their attacks were much weaker than the adults and Rejuvenate and Healing Touch was more than enough to keep up with the thirty or so I had to fight off.

Any time the queen awoke I would either hit her with another Stunning Gust if it activated I left her alone if not I smashed her with an Earth Fist. The rest of the children died and with one final Earth Fist I finished off the queen.

Congratulations you are the first adventurer to clear this dungeon. For this epic feat, you have been awarded 1 free skill slot

For clearing this dungeon solo you have been awarded 1000 credits, for being the first person to clear this dungeon you have been awarded 800 additional credits

You have earned the title Bane of Arthropods 15% additional damage when fighting hard-shelled insects

Additional rewards are being calculated based on waves you survived before clearing the dungeon

Calculating...

You survived 302 waves

For being the first person on your planet to survive more than 50 waves in a Horde dungeon you receive 1 stat point

For being the first person on your planet to survive more than 100 waves in a Horde dungeon you receive 1 stat point

For being the first person on your planet to survive more than 150 waves in a Horde dungeon you receive 1 stat point

For being the first person on your planet to survive more than 200 waves in a Horde dungeon you receive 1 stat point

For being the first person on your planet to survive more than 250 waves in a Horde dungeon you receive 1 stat point

For being the first person on your planet to survive more than 300 waves in a Horde dungeon you receive 1 stat point

This dungeon will cease to be in 12 hours

Ho..le..shit six stat points all for just surviving round after round of abuse. If I would have known that I would have farmed this dungeon for all it was worth. I was kicking myself now for my lack of patience. It was doubtful I would ever come across an opportunity like this again.

It was odd though that I didn't get another notice for killing more than forty creatures, maybe the system only recognized adult creatures for that specific reward. I decided not to waste time and I looted the queen. She dropped six exquisite chitin plates, two exquisite mandibles, and a mana heart. The mana heart resembled a rough-cut gem.

I made room for all the good stuff in my backpack making my way back to the cave entrance. With twelve hours I had enough time to rest and recover before this place vanished. On my way back up I decided to assign my stat points. One in Intelligence, one in agility, one in perception, one in strength, and 2 in luck. It felt right to round out some of my weaker stats with these essentially free points. I was a little miffed about losing my baseball cap in the fall, that extra point in perception would be helpful.

Paul Fuller | Mantra Enchanter | Level 8

Strength: 12(+2) modifier x9

Endurance: 16 modifier x27

Agility: 14(+2) modifier x9

Perception: 13 modifier x9

Intelligence: 17 modifier x27

Wisdom: 14 modifier x9

Charisma: 11 modifier x9

Luck: 14 modifier x9

HP: 432(475)

Mana: 459

Mana Regen(M): 126

The only visible change was to my mana, although, I did feel slightly stronger, slightly faster, and able to pick up on details quicker than before. As for the luck stat that remained to be seen. That last room and boss had gotten me to about quarter way on my experience bar, which was no small matter considering all the mobs in that last room were under level 5 except the queen.

            

    
        Chapter 16: Back on track

    
    
    
    
                After clearing the dungeon, I slept a good nine hours before I awoke to the chime on my windup watch going off, it was turning out to be one of the best items I owned. Stretching, I got up and got my gear ready.

I wanted to stick around and see what happened to a dungeon after it ceased to be, instead of just reset like Frathsar said they should do but perhaps that was only for normal dungeons and not the horde style. So I made my way to a nearby small hill, to wait the last few hours.

As the time ended the ground started to rumble a bit and dust poured from the dungeon entrance before the whole section collapsed in on itself.

"Well that was anticlimactic," I said, getting up from my spot and moving back south along the winding ravines.

It took me all day to cross The Scar, mostly because of a few weak monster encounters I had to deal with and one very large one that I had to hide from. There were also the switchbacks and dead ends.

Now that I was at the end of The Scar I had to figure out how to climb out, something that had completely slipped my mind until just now.

"Well this is just great," I said, kicking a rock and grumbling at my stupidity.

I had some rope left but it wasn't nearly enough to scale these cliffs. My only other option was to locate a less steep exit. I walked along the cliff keeping it to my right side for an hour before I found a rock slide that looked promising. There appeared to be plenty of downed trees and boulders to get a footing on and make my way up the slope so I started climbing.

I huffed and puffed pulling myself over the edge of the cliff finally. I just rolled over on my back and lay there trying to catch my breath.

"That...Sucked," I said through gulps of air. My body ached from the climb, who knew scaling a 100-foot cliff with only your hands and feet would be so arduous.

"Never seen anyone do that before," A voice to my side said.

I bolted upright despite my aching body making a karate motion as my staff was tucked into my pack webbing. Standing there was a three-foot-tall man with a long nose and pointy ears wearing loose traveling gear and no weapon that I could see. If he was green and warty I would have assumed he was a goblin, my guess was on Gnome.

"Don't sneak up on someone like that," I squeaked out, "You're liable to get hurt."

I needed to get some skill or up my perception even more; this was the second time someone had inadvertently snuck up on me.

"Ol' Drang ain't too worried about being hurt by some exhausted traveler like yourself."

"Let me guess you're Drang?" I said using identify on the man.

Ol' Drang | Wanderer | Level XX

"I be," The man said simply, spitting out something he had been chewing on. "And who might you be?"

"You can call me Paul," I said, eyeing the mysterious man and his high level warily, "I was trying to head south to a town I knew."

"So yer a native?"

"Of this world? Yes," I replied, assuming that was what he meant.

"And this here?" he said, waving to The Scar.

"Well, not from this world that's for sure. I named it The Scar."

"Fitting name, don't suppose you know how far around?" he said in his odd drawling voice.

"Unfortunately, no, I kind of fell down on one end and came back up this end. If I had to guess three to four days at least."

Ol' Drang just harrumphed as he stared at The Scar in contemplation.

"Um, if you're thinking about going down there I would advise against it. There is something big and nasty in those valleys."

The man just waved away my concern.

"If you be looking for the road south it be about half an hour in that direction," he said pointing me back the way I had come. "Best to stay off that road though, foul things be traveling it."

"Hmm, Um thanks," I said, "I... Um... I guess good luck," I said, stumbling over my words not knowing what to say to the man as I left.

He just harrumphed again and waved me to go.

'Odd man,' I thought, starting back towards the road so I could get my bearings and head south again.

I should have a decent lead on Fiona or the group that I suspected to be those Black Dragons I ran into up north. As long as they kept to this route, there were a few other ways they could go but this was the most direct path towards any of the larger cities. The going was easy outside of The Scar and I made good time to the road. I could see many more abandoned and burned-out vehicles and smoldering ruins of houses in the distance on this side of The Scar.

"Geez someone really didn't like houses," I said, scanning the surroundings. I doubt there would be many people living outside of walled towns or villages within a year from now if this kept up.

The road was almost eerie with how quiet it was. I remembered to pull out my staff so I had it at hand in case of attack. The land on this side of The Scar had returned to the flat farmland it had been from before the system.

I was far enough south now that the dense trees of the Northwoods were long behind me. I knew that there were some small hills and minor rock outcroppings that the road cut through on its way southwest before turning again to the south on an adjacent highway.

Glancing at the nearest mile marker and figured I had sixty miles to go, at least on the old highway. I knew the route well from my frequent trips north. That is unless I run into another transplanted landmass which seemed likely at this point.

Sighing at the realization that this trip would probably take me at least 5 more days of hard travel didn't excite me one bit. I hefted my pack and got moving, daylight was burning.

I only traveled along the road for a few minutes before I saw figures in the distance and I decided to hide near a burned-out house close to the road. The figures turned out to be a group of men and women, human men and women wearing leather motorcycle outfits and sporting an array of nasty looking knives, bats, and other assorted weapons. There were six of them in total and they stopped about 100 feet from the house.

"I'm telling you, Frank, I saw something moving around the road near here," A tall lanky man sporting a baseball bat said.

"Yeah, well where did they go Squirrel, hmm, you going to track them through the countryside?" A burly man with a full beard said. "Bad enough we got them damn Orcs attacking our campsite," The man said, grumbling, "We don't need any more monsters coming around here."

That one had to be Frank. I decided to test my luck with this group, partly because they were the first pre-system humans I had come across that seemed combat-capable, that weren't outright hostile. Plus it would just be nice to talk to someone from before the world turned into a hell hole of crazy beasts and ridiculously powerful lunatics that only seemed to want to kill me for my sweet, sweet experience.

I decided to risk it; at worst I believed I could escape this group. I stood up slowly from behind the house and the group instantly spotted me gripping their weapons tight. I kept my hands high as I approached the group stopping well away from them, mostly because they told me if I got any closer they would shoot me, rude.

"Hold it right there stranger," Frank said, pointing a shotgun at me.

I wasn't overly worried about the shotgun, and I was even close enough to get a read on the group.

Frank Castallino | Rider | Level 4

Perry 'Squirrel' Mathis | Scout | Level 3

I couldn't see the other names as they were outside my range but I expected similar levels to these two. My anxiety ratcheted down at seeing the levels.

"Whoa there, just passing through, trying to go south," I said calmly. I knew from before the System this area had an uptick in Meth and biker gangs in the last decade and if that's who these people were I didn't want to anger them if it could be helped. Since they weren't shooting first I figured they probably weren't meth dealers or meth heads.

"He ain't wearing one of those black armbands," Squirrel said helpfully.

"I can see that stupid," Frank replied in irritation, "Why are you alone?" he said, using the shotgun barrel to make his point.

"Well, I was given a mission-" I started to say but got interrupted by Frank.

"A mission by who? The Government? Are they the ones who made the world go topsy-turvey like this?"

With each question, the man asked I could hear more anger seeping into his voice.

"What? No. no, no. I met a group of um... how should I put this. Outsiders? Yeah, I guess that's the best way to describe them for now. They were transported here along with god knows what else, these other humans were soldiers and asked me to get into contact with their leadership through something called the Bazaar."

The group looked at me with blank stares. This was going to be harder to explain than I thought.

"So these soldiers?" Frank asked, "They have a safe zone?"

"I wouldn't exactly call it safe but they have a walled-off barracks with some pretty high-level individuals."

"You hear that fellas, we can move the civilians finally," Frank said to his party and I could almost see the tension drain from the group at this news.

"Your friend there mentioned black armbands?" I asked almost dreading the answer.

"Yea steer clear of those nut jobs. They have been rounding up locals and driving them like cattle to the south. We saved as many as we could and tucked them away in a safe location for now, but the Orcs found us and have been harassing our campsite for a few days now."

I groaned, "You wouldn't be referring to the Black Dragons would you?"

"Yeah, that's what we overheard one of them call themselves."

Looks like there were more of them than I thought, at least I knew I was on the correct path.

"Well, Shit," I said, not caring if they saw my distress.

"Had a run-in with them already?" Frank asked, a worried look in his eyes.

"Yeah, the same town the barracks is in, seems they had a smaller group up there possibly 10-20 people. I met their lunatic of a leader in the area; she was a level 17 mage when I last saw her and that was what, four or five days ago. I believe they might be heading this way though. I can show you where the town is and where I suspect those other Black Dragons might be, on my map if you like."

Frank thought it over before deciding to lower his shotgun and wave me closer. I showed him the general area of the town, where the barracks were located, and where I was told her territory was. I told him I could only guess at which direction the group possibly went in and they may want to wait it out a few more days before heading north. I also told him about the Frogmen or Sulid that seemed to infest the area, as well as the other locals that I assumed, were just angry men with guns.

I pointed out The Scar and that they should travel around it and pack as much food as they could carry. He said the food wasn't an issue as apparently Orc taste just like a pig. I gagged a little at the thought of eating an intelligent creature, but it was good to know.

He thanked me for my information and gave me some of his own. Frank said the road south now ran through a dense forest or what was left of the road did. He said that's where the Orc's had first appeared and that there were other monsters. There was also apparently now a mountain range in the state that could be seen from some of the taller hills far to the west, that seemed to stretch from north to south.

He told me to be careful of the Black Dragon patrols as they roamed in groups and collected anyone that they spotted. I nodded my thanks and the group quickly headed off to the east.

I decided to mull over my options. I could stay on the road and head south, which sounded to me like the fastest route and the likeliest that I would be caught out by the Black Dragon search squads. They could only be collecting people for one purpose if what the Commander said was true and it wasn't good.

The other option was to just cut straight south from here and cross country it to my destination. This would probably be the safest route but would likely take me quite a bit longer as I would have to cut across farmland, the small streams in the area, and the clumps of forest that still dotted the landscape. I made my choice and decided to veer off the road taking a straighter if more difficult path.

            

    
        Chapter 17: Meet the new neighbors

    
    
    
    
                The rest of the day was uneventful and I managed to find an abandoned hunting shack to spend the night. It wasn't very warm but it was off the ground and had walls on four sides. There was no door but an old blanket was slung over the opening, keeping most of the weather out. I thought it a bit weird that I hadn't encountered any monsters this way. It's almost like the land had been cleared of anything hostile.

I decided to string up some of my improvised chitin plate alarm systems to warn me in case I had a visitor in the night. I wasn't tired yet and there was a bit of light left so I decided to study my rune books some more. I felt that runic magic could be a force multiplier that few would suspect if I could master it. It also synergized well with my Mantra based magic. After a while of reading, I got a notification.

Congratulations you have studied runes to the extent that the accumulated knowledge has unlocked a specific tab in your character sheet

I was confused at first as I already had a tab that showed runic combinations until I opened the tab that the System was referring to. Turns out this new runic knowledge tab contained all of the runes I studied so far as well as a description based on my understanding of what they did. There were many runes listed that I had seen but had no knowledge on and those descriptions were blank. Even some I don't remember ever coming across in my books were listed on this tab. Unfortunately, it only gave the name of the rune and not the symbol so I couldn't carve them to see what they did.

The largest amount of information was contained in the runes I used in my combinations. Turns out my combinations were barely functional according to the following information, not that I was surprised. I continued reading the book on runes watching it add more information to my knowledgebase. By the end of my reading session, I had a decent understanding of the contents of my first book contained in my knowledge base. Now if I ever lost the books or they were taken away I would still retain all knowledge I had read. It even filled in some of the unknown runes, although, I still had quite a few of those. When did I even come across runes, other than when my father taught me?

Closing the book I put it away and lay down to get any sleep I could.

I woke early, having slept undisturbed. I ate a light meal, packed up my gear, and popped my head out the door making sure it was clear. There was nothing outside the shack that I could see, so I made my way down the ladder and started off on my journey again.

My next stop was a house I spotted the day before. It lay on the opposite side of the field from my sleeping spot. I could have spent the night in the house but with the roaming bands of monsters and humans capturing or burning everything in sight I figured it was safer in the forest.

I approached the house from the rear away from the roadside, staff in hand, and spells prepared just in case. The door was closed and it looked like the windows were boarded up. I decided to knock to see if I got a reply.

I listened carefully and could hear some shuffling and clipped whispers from inside. It didn't appear that they were going to greet me and I wasn't about to get into it with some scared farmer and his family, just because guns didn't do much damage doesn't mean it didn't hurt like hell to get shot. I decided to warn the family of the danger and let them know where the Guard could be found. While I may not trust the Royal Guard completely it might be the best option for some people. It's why I didn't try to deter Frank and his group from heading that way. With my good deed of the day done I moved on to the next house.

I wasn't looking for wayward families, no I needed supplies. I watched the next house from some small bushes for a few minutes. The back door was open and swaying slightly in the wind. I scanned the surroundings looking for any movement. Nothing made itself known so I decided to make my move.

I sprinted across the hundred or so feet of the backyard coming to a stop outside the door. I glanced inside and spotted legs poking out from an adjacent room. They were not human legs. I stepped across the threshold trying to move as quietly as possible keeping my staff level as there would not be enough room in the house to swing the weapon horizontally.

Slowly, I made my way to the room with the body. The scene that awaited me was horrible. Three pig-faced bi-pedals that I assumed were Orcs lay on the ground with dozens of gunshot wounds but that wasn't what was horrible. On the opposite end of the room ripped to shreds lay the remains of a man his wife and three young children.

I turned to the side and vomited my breakfast. After that, I quickly left the room of death. It took me a few minutes to stop dry heaving and accomplish what I had initially come here to do. Finding the kitchen, I ransacked the cupboards for any canned goods that I could add to my meager remaining supplies.

There was a large selection of baby food and with a deep sigh, I tossed the jars into my bag along with cans of tuna and other canned goods. Digging through the drawers I found a can opener that I tossed into my bag as well.

That's when I heard the creak. On instinct, I dove to the side and felt a blade flash past, followed by a thunk as it stuck itself into the countertop. As I hit the ground I spun, casting Earth Fist or I tried to. Forgetting that there was a basement in this house and Earth Fist only worked if the ground was within a few feet. I scrambled away and around the kitchen island.

The Orc was growling trying to get his sword out from the counter as another Orc came running in. I was caught with my pants down on this one, my staff had been set aside to speed my food search and the Orcs' stood between me and my gear.

I had one option to try, as I cast Area of Denial on myself and rushed through the room right at the second Orc. The creature grinned evilly thinking I was trying to run past him to escape. He raised his sword high to strike me down, his sword slid across my dome and the dumbstruck look on his face lasted long enough for my dome to slam into him.

If this had been a test of strength I would have easily lost, but this was a magical defense and the brute was slammed against the wall dropping his sword. I tried picking it up but the field that protected me pushed the loose item from my area.

Swearing, I cast Aura Strike on my fist and hit the disoriented Orc causing more damage to my hand than I caused to him, although, the spell's effect triggered and he was slowed. I turned around to see the other enraged Orc running at me and I just stood there as he bounced off my spell barrier, having missed what happened to his cohort. I pushed him off to the side getting into a position to grab my staff as soon as my spell ended.

I could try to use my Seismic Strike but this house looked old and I doubt it would stand up against the spell if it even worked. I suspected it worked like my Earth Fist, requiring ground contact. The Orc looked at me warily, waiting, he knew he had me trapped and must assume I had some ability active. It was only a matter of time for him.

When my timer hit three seconds I roared and made to charge at the sword-wielding orc and his now recovered ally. They took a step back reflexively and I pivoted running to grab my staff just as the spell ended.

I wasn't quick enough to avoid the blow entirely and the Orc's nasty curved sword sliced a long furrow in my bicep. I winced at the pain, instead of crying out. Which says a lot about the amount of pain I have received lately. Grabbing my staff I whirled around having to recast Flurry as it cannot remain active on an unequipped weapon and I struck out with my now nine punishing blows.

The monster even managed to block one of the blows but his animal-hide armor-covered torso did little to blunt the force of my impacts as he staggered back spitting up blood. I followed that attack up with a quick Stunning Gust causing the creature to topple over. Checking my notices I saw it was still alive. I changed my focus to the second Orc, he had rearmed himself. I took this time while we sized each other up to get his stats.

Charlok | Orc Hunter | Level 6

This was surprising in and of itself, the only names I had come across had been on Intelligent creatures, not that I had any issue killing them, at least not anymore. I was just in a bit of a hurry, plus I didn't know how many were in the area. From speaking with Frank and his group it seemed like there might be quite a few of these Orcs around, so I decided to try something.

"So is this how all Orc hunters fight, like cowards by sneaking up on unsuspecting prey?"

"Grrrrr, what you know of honor huumaan, Wee see the dead. You kill yes?"

"W...what, no I didn't kill them, although, perhaps I should have after what they did to that family," I responded angrily.

"FFamily capruuur and kills packmate, getss what they desserve," Charlok said, slurring certain words with his mouthful of tusks.

"Yea, well I'm not part of that family and I didn't kill any of your pack, so why did you attack me?"

"We sees you enter building from treeline. You humanss hunting Orc packs we's here to sstop you," He growled and charged at me.

Guess the dialog was finished. I smashed his sword out of the way and dashed for the back door. I needed to get outside to use the rest of my skills effectively. I didn't particularly want to kill these Orcs but they didn't seem content to just let me go.

Something large whizzed by my head scant inches away as I ran for the door.

"Did you just throw a boot at me, don't you know how dangerous a boot to the head is?"

'Savages,' I thought to myself as I ran out the back door.

I turned and smiled as Charlok ran through the same door only seconds later. Smashing an Earth Fist into his knee as he charged at me causing him to tumble to the ground. I was about to rush back in to attack the injured Orc before I heard a horn blare from my left. Swinging my head around towards the sound I saw six more orcs running towards the house. This horn was followed by a score more. I had a decision to make.

"Look this has been fun and all but I gotta go, let's just say we're even, you both tried to kill me and I tried to kill you," I said, running away from the enfeebled Orc.

"Gets back here human so I can tear offs your arms," he bellowed.

"How bout a raincheck?" I said, sprinting into the forest and out of sight.

More hunting horns followed me as I ran through the forest, they were going to try and box me in. At least I had been correct to flee instead of fight. My last count was twenty-six separate horn blasts. Perhaps I could have killed the two at the house before their reinforcements arrived but I would have had to fight my way through more and more with no guarantee that I would be able to get away let alone survive. Especially now that my trump card was used up for the next three hours.

These creatures weren't like the Sulid or the humans that I fought earlier, except for the mage. These Orcs were clever and well-prepared adversaries and they had numbers on their side. Perhaps I would return to eliminate this threat once I gained some more strength. I also had to remember that I couldn't save or avenge everyone. That was a sure-fire way to get myself killed.

I ran as fast as I could run and damn could I run. My endurance, strength, and agility were all above human average with my buffs even though strength was still one of my weakest stats. I felt like an Olympic sprinter as I ran through the forest dodging trees and a few arrows that were fired at me from distance.

The Orcs were strong physically but they didn't appear to be all that fast and I was able to outrun the horns after twenty minutes or so. I was even nice enough to leave a nice clear trail of blood to follow.

That was until just now, I healed up my wound and washed the blood off in a small stream nearby. I had led them on a path west, well away from the humans I had run into previously and off of my path south. Now that I was cleaned up and had time to catch my breath I jogged southwest again to skirt well away from any possible hunting party that could have been following me.

The farther south I went the thicker the trees got. It was easy to tell these weren't the normal trees from this area or even this world. For one they were a shade of green so vivid it was almost blue, and their leaves were wide.

Some of the trees resembled willows with their large draping canopies. I steered clear of those trees, not from any insight or anything. Nope, I didn't need that, the large ring of small bones that surrounded them said enough for me.

The Forest was getting so thick overhead that very little light filtered down between the branches. This meant there wasn't much ground cover which was nice. The trees also got larger the farther I went into this strange zone.

They weren't reaching Sequia size yet but they were bigger than any tree I had seen otherwise. The forest was surprisingly peaceful. I could hear small animals and birds flitting through the trees but there had been no sign of anything larger. And just like that, the forest ended again.

A quick look at my watch told me I had been walking for six hours. I tried to get a bearing on where I was in relation to my target but I wasn't familiar with this area, so, I had to find the nearest road crossing and take out my map.

It took me a while to find the road on the map and I cursed. I was farther west than I had wanted to be and there was a river cutting across my path that I had forgotten about. This usually wasn't a big deal but the closest bridge crossing was back on the main road that I wanted to avoid. I could travel farther west five miles or so to the next crossing.

I thought about it for a few minutes before deciding. For safety sake, I choose the bridge west of my current position.

            

    
        Chapter 18: The enemy you know

    
    
    
    
                I spent a good part of the morning cursing up a storm.

Hours wasted going to the western bridge only to find someone had blown it up or destroyed it with magic, didn't really matter. There were no more options west as I was starting to close in on those new mountains and I decided not to chance it.

I ended up having to bunker down for the night under some fallen logs while it rained. I was wet and grumpy, and now I had to backtrack to the bridge that I had wanted to avoid. If these Black Dragons were even semi-organized and it sure seemed like they were, they would have the only bridge within miles under guard.

"I hate when I'm right," I muttered under my breath as I sat in some bushes a good hundred yards from the bridge.

The hill I sat on was a good vantage point, allowing an unobstructed view to see across the bridge and the hive of activity beyond. It was easy to discern what was happening as groups of people lead by a few others were herded like livestock into large fenced in areas. Anyone that stepped out of line was cut down with weapon or magic. Occasionally groups were taken away somewhere that I couldn't see.

From this distance, I hadn't been one-hundred percent sure that these were the Black Dragons, at least that was until I spotted her.

That damned mage from up north. She was hard to miss with her short stature compared to others, but that wasn't all. It was her bearing and the way everyone seemed to bow to her. Behind her, being dragged along by her henchmen was an unconscious Fiona. Her distinctive armor making it easy to spot her, even from this distance.

"I hate when I'm right," I hissed quietly. They had Fiona and I would lose out on my mission if I couldn't rescue her, but a more alarming concern was they had her alive. Which means they probably needed something from her that she didn't want to give up, likely information? This would lead to only one other thing, torture.

There was no other reason to keep her alive since they weren't stuffing her in with the rest of the prisoners. If I wanted to fulfill my mission I had to come up with a plan, one that hopefully, didn't result in my death. God, why did I have to be this way, it would be so much easier if I could just brush her off and leave but I had a feeling making an enemy of the Commander would be unwise, and since I was already an enemy of the Black Dragon my meddling wasn't likely to make it any worse. Or at least that's what I told myself.

I watched the female mage take Fiona into a small house close to the far side of the bridge and exit about an hour later with one of her guards. Ok, so one guard left to keep an eye on her, now how to get across the bridge.

I focused on the bridge with the three guards and the makeshift barricade of razor wire and sandbags. From here I could make out the guards carrying guns. From my experience, anyone who carried a gun had either a shit class, for whatever reason or was on the low end of the totem pole in this new world as I also noticed Miss Black Dragon's guards had upgraded or been upgraded and no longer sported the less than useful weapons. Both appearing to be armed with a set of swords.

It made sense for the bridge guards to sport guns still; it had been drilled into people for ages that guns were dangerous after all, so it was a natural response to not piss off the guy holding a gun. My options were pretty limited for getting across. My only quiet skills were Earth Fist, Aura Strike, Flurry of Blows, and Stunning Gust.

Well, quiet-ish, with the guards being stationed on the bridge that meant my Earth First was no use. The rest weren't really useful in taking out three people in silence. That's when I saw an opportunity. I smiled and started back down the hill to wait.

The group of three goons walked down the road guns slung across their backs without care. As soon as they got close enough I checked their stats. They were level 5, all with soldier classes yet they sported the black armband and that was what I was after. I wondered, if they forced their underlings to pick certain classes, it sure seemed that way.

I continued to let them get closer preparing my staff spells. When they were within ten feet of my hiding spot I popped up and cast Seismic Strike. I could tell I surprised them as they fumbled to pull their guns off their backs but I got my spell off before they could and unlike centipedes, these jokers all fell over.

One even lost his gun as it went flying from his grip. I decided to reward him with an Earth Fist to his face as he fell hearing a loud crack as I rushed the other two. A Stunning Gust was flung out at the most competent one and he collapsed on the ground.

The last one standing almost got a shot off until I shoved my staff into his gut triggering Flurry as I did so. The first strike drove the air out of him and I moved my staff up crushing his ribs with each successive strike. The man died on the seventh strike. I switched target to the man with the broken jaw cracking him over the head with a violent overhead smash.

Critical strike: you have crushed Soldier's head

I had decided to toggle off the names in my options for when I fight intelligent creatures. I no longer wanted to know the name of the people I was forced to kill. It was bad enough their faces haunted my dreams already. The last man was starting to shake off my stunning effect so I went over and finished him off.

While my heart still pumped fiercely from the battle it seemed like I was getting used to the battle lust, it didn't seem to impact me as much anymore. I should feel something from killing three humans, but I didn't. My life had changed so radically within a week that something like this didn't affect me much anymore. It just came down to it being a necessity. I am sure the faces would be added to my nightmares, a growing army of angry ghosts asking, why?

I dragged the bodies off the road and into a ditch with tall grass and reeds. It would do for now to keep their bodies from being discovered. I grabbed one of the black armbands. From what I could tell they all appeared to be the same and I hadn't seen anyone saluting or being deferential to anyone but that mage woman.

If it got me across the bridge that would be best but if it even got me to within striking distance of the guards on the bridge I could take it from there. I decided to loot the corpses as well. I found a few credits, a knife that I strapped on, and a silver ring.

At first glance, I thought it was just a simple ring but when I touched it, it felt odd.

"No, it can't be," I whispered and opened my inventory tab. There in my inventory was my backpack and the ring as storage items. I did a little shimmy of joy at this, finally, I had a dimensional storage item and decided to check the rings storage space. The ring could store up to three cubic feet of items.

I wondered if the items had to be under that three-foot length to fit or if it only measured total volume. My first thought was to try my staff but I quickly changed my mind as I didn't want the ring to possibly damage my only weapon. My next thought was to try and toss a body in to see what that would do but decided against that ghoulish idea at least for the moment.

I looked around for something to try and my eyes landed on the stop sign, specifically the post. I bet most people didn't realize just how tall these things were, I know I didn't until I was standing right next to it and the top of my head barely reached the bottom of the sign itself. First I tried just grabbing the pole and thinking storage, but I felt a wave of vertigo at that and I almost threw up.

'Ugg, ok not sure why that happened, perhaps because it's stuck in the ground. Now how to get you out of the ground?' I thought as my head cleared.

I decided to use Earth Fist to force the sign out of the ground. It took two casts to force the sign and the concrete base out enough for me to use the ring on it. This time there was no vertigo as the pole disappeared inside the ring. I guess that was a warning that you were passing the rings limit on storage space. I decided to check the storage tab to see what it said. I was surprised to see that the pole and the concrete took up less than one cubic foot of space.

"That can't be right," I said scratching my head in thought, "Unless it accounts for empty space as well."

I recalled the pole from the ring and it appeared from the ring in my hand unbent and undamaged from storage.

"Noice!" I said smugly, setting the useless pole back into the ground. The ring had a few other tidbits inside, mostly food and some collars labeled as slave collars. 'Disgusting,' I thought almost tossing them but decided against it for the moment. Who knew if they might come in handy and it also explained the large number of prisoners.

'But why bother with prisoners or slaves at all, instead of killing them all for the experience?'. I mean it's what they were doing up north, or at least that's what the Commander suspected them of doing. No, they had to be using them for something.

My thoughts clicked as pieces of the puzzle were starting to fall into place, could this explain the Chaos Mage's quick rise in level? Frathsar did say some skills allowed war leaders to share in the experience. Did she possibly possess a skill like that, or similar to it?

I also wondered where they got all the gear from, it didn't seem likely that they purchased it in bulk from the Bazaar considering how short a time had passed since the System went live. Were they staging weapons and magical gear prior to the System startup? If that were true it would explain a few things, the weird message from the system, Frathsar's warning, and the seemingly instant creation of the Black Dragons right after the system went live. I would have to see if I could uncover anything while I was in the camp.

I let that train of thought percolate in the back of my mind as I fiddled with the ring some more. I tried putting my backpack in the ring but got the same vertigo sensation only not as severe as before. Instead, I emptied the contents of my bag taking each item into the ring. It was a slow process but it felt nice not having the weight of my bag slowing me down anymore.

Everything fit with plenty of room to spare so I tossed my staff inside and two of the guns. I equipped the best gun, which wasn't saying much but it helped with my disguise. I took the other two armbands as well just in case, now the bodies just appeared to be three unfortunate souls that ran afoul of something instead of three Black Dragons that were attacked.

I walked back down the road from where the men came from, it was a bit nerve-wracking. I had to pretend to belong and was putting on an air of pompous authority, strutting down the road as if I owned it. The other Black Dragons only gave me a cursory glance as I approached the bridge and upon seeing my armband ignored me. I was only stopped as I got to the roadblock.

"Where is the rest of your team?" One of the men asked in a bored tone.

"We ran into a larger group of people and they stayed behind to secure them while I went for more men to assist."

"Fine," he said, waving me in without a second glance.

Operation Screw the Black Dragon was a go. So sue me, it was a working title. I walked past the barricade, covertly glancing to my left and right. Seeing that no-one was paying me any additional attention I made my way to the house I saw the guards take Fiona into. I looked around again before easing the door open as quietly as possible.

The entry was empty so I swapped the gun I stole for my staff and cast Aura Strike and Flurry on it silently just in case. I could hear noises coming from one of the rooms and as I got closer they got clearer.

*Smack*

"You will tell me what you know slave, or your beatings will continue until you do."

This was followed by a low murmur that I couldn't pick up.

"Speak up insolent trash!"

I approached the door noticing that it was slightly open. Peeking inside I could see a man with his back to the door and Fiona strapped to a chair, stripped of her armor. She was covered in blood and bruises. I decided to check the man's stats.

Questioner | Level 13

His high level wasn't ideal for me but this seemed like a class that would be more reliant on charisma or intelligence as a stat rather than endurance or so I hoped. As I quietly eased the door open I saw Fiona look up. She almost blew my entrance as her eyes started to grow wide but she managed to school herself quickly.

"You should fea-," the Questioner started to say before I struck out. His aborted scream was cut off as my strike hit his spine cracking it. The man fell to the ground like a marionette with his strings cut. I was honestly surprised that he was still breathing after taking all nine of my blows from Flurry. I finished him off with a few more whacks to the back of the head.

"Wha are you doing here," Fiona forced out through bloody lips and a swollen face. They had worked her over good.

"I have a mission to complete, so I'm saving your dumb ass," I replied, a bit of heat in my voice.

"We can chat later," I added quieter, cutting her free from her bindings. That's when she decided to fall on the floor unconscious.

"Ugg, really," I said shaking my fist at the sky in frustration. I stored her armor in my ring having to dump a few items to make room and tossed her over my shoulder in a fireman's carry. It was starting to approach dusk but I didn't want to wait around in the house any longer so I headed towards the back door.

Glancing out the window I didn't see anyone.

"Time to go," I said to my unconscious load.

I made my way east, along the small town's buildings before heading south again. It wasn't long before I was stopped by two men wearing black armbands.

"Whoa there fella, would you look at this Bob," the man said tapping his friend on the chest with the back of his hand, "looks like our new friend here found us a nice night-time plaything, so how about it friend care to share?" The man asked, both him and his buddy smiling in glee.

They must have thought this was their lucky night. I decided to check their stats.

Footman | Level 5

Guard | Level 4

These two were likely nobodies in the Dragons' hierarchy which seemed to have the stronger or higher leveled people rule over the weaker lower-leveled, and considering their levels versus some of the other members I came across, these were not high-level members. They must have thought I was one of the weaker members as I had equipped the rifle again and I was also still sporting the armband.

"I was kind of hoping to have her to myself but I guess I could share," I said, feeling the nastiness of my words, "Not here in the street though, you know any house nearby where we won't be disturbed?" I added, trying to put on my creepiest smile. It must have worked because the man that spoke just smiled and waved for me to follow and we hurried to a house a few streets over.

"There's nobody within a few blocks of here, cleared it last week," The man said smiling as he opened the door. Both men stepped inside and as they turned around I tossed Fiona on the Guard and he let out a grunt of surprise as he fell to the ground under her dead weight. She should be fine I healed her a bit before leaving the house.

"All yours buddy," I said, pulling my staff from inventory and smashing the dumbstruck Footman in the throat as he turned. A red glow had started to appear on the man but as he fell to the ground choking it disappeared.

This had been the first time I saw one of these underlings using an ability or at least one that had a visible display. I finished him off with a Flurry strike as his buddy attempted to extricate himself from Fiona's body. As soon as he was clear I hit him with a Stunning Gust and he fell over.

"Time for some questions," I said, dragging the stunned man to a chair and tying him to it with the rope I had taken from Fiona's torture room. I used the man's armband as a gag. Then I slapped him on the face to get his attention.

The man came back to his senses trying to scream through his gag, but it only came out like, "Mhff mhffff."

"Shut up and listen," I said, pulling out the knife I stole earlier.

The man's eyes grew wide and he tried to struggle free.

"I'm only going to say this once if you answer my questions we can go our separate ways and nobody needs to know that you abandoned your post to come and have a little fun. Nod your head if you agree," I said, waving the knife in front of his face.

The man quickly nodded.

"Good, now I'm going to remove the gag if you scream... I have no more use for you. Understand?"

The man nodded again. I went around behind him and untied the gag letting him spit the cloth from his mouth.

"First question, who is the Black Dragon and where did they come from?"

"I... I can't answer that if they find out I told anyone they will kill me," the man said pleadingly.

I just tapped the knife on his shoulder letting him know that if he didn't answer my questions that I would kill him as well.

I needed to become a hard man if I wanted to survive in this new world.

"I was recruited a few months ago, they don't tell us low levels much," the man said, fear in his voice.

"So you knew about the system?"

"Not... Not until a week before it started then they gave us a training session. I...I thought it was all a joke at first but they paid well so I stayed. Look man just let me go if they catch us they will do worse things than torture us."

"So are they from Earth?"

"Uh..., yeah, uh I mean I think they are, I overheard some fellas say that they started in Chicago in the 80's"

Geezus, no wonder they seemed to level so fast they had taken forty years to learn how to game the System beforehand.

"Next question," I said, ignoring the man's earlier warning, "How many Black Dragons are there?"

"I don't know man, I'm just a low-level grunt."

I tapped on his shoulder again, "Make an educated guess."

He flinched at my touch but he answered anyway.

"We have around a hundred in this area, I heard there were a few up north that got cut off when the system went live early or at least that's what I overheard. I also heard some are in the metro area to the south but I didn't hear numbers on them. Their headquarters is located in Chicago so that's where the majority of them are located," The man's words seemed to stream out once he got started and I had to stop him.

"So, why you?" I asked offhandedly, not really expecting a response.

"Aw, man I don't know. They were hiring all kinds of less than savory people, I'm just trying to survive man," the Footman replied, starting to blubber.

"Question three," I said without hesitation, knowing the type of people the Black Dragon seemed to employ, "Where is the Bazaar?"

"The what?" the man asked between blubbering breaths.

"Where did the Black Dragon get magical gear from?"

"The quartermaster brought it up from the staging area," he said through his sobbing.

"And the high-level woman, the Mage, How did she get that level so quickly?"

"She is the district leader, a bigwig sent up to recruit people. Please if they find out I told you they will do horrible things to me."

"Just answer the question," I said with finality, god this man was spineless.

"It has something to do with slave contracts, that's all I know they don't include us guards and soldiers with whatever they're doing to level, we can only order the slaves around as long as we have the armband," he said his sobbing and blubbering petering off.

That was interesting, I could definitely think of a few ways to use that knowledge to my advantage. I couldn't think of any other pressing questions I needed to be answered and the other unanswered questions I had could wait until I wasn't surrounded by an entire village of hostile people.

Before the man could realize my questions were done I ran the knife across his throat, holding his mouth shut. He spasmed and thrashed in the chair for a bit before going limp as his life force drained away. Another ghost to add to my nightmares.

I dropped the knife from shaking hands and ran over to the corner to vomit. There was something decidedly worse about killing someone who couldn't fight back versus fighting someone face to face. I never wanted to have to do something like this again... if I could help it.

You performed a death blow on Guard. Death blows can be used on targets that are unable to defend themselves.

You have reached level 9, modifiers increased by 1, 4 free skill slots available

The system seemed to have a dark sense of humor giving me a level at this moment. I shook off the shock looking at the notice. At first, I thought the system had awarded me extra skill slots but I realized it was just counting the two I earned as rewards from clearing those dungeons as well as the two I got for this level. Adding the new skills would have to wait though as I needed to escape this town and Fiona was still unconscious. It was probably for the best.

            

    
        Chapter 19: Time for a discussion

    
    
    
    
                I managed to slip us out of town and off towards the east without being spotted, after a few hours I was able to locate a collapsed barn that had just enough room for the two of us to spend the night.

It was unlikely anyone would find us here even if they knew to start looking. I set the still sleeping woman down on the dirty hay and slumped over myself, exhausted. Before I nodded off I decided to tie up Fiona's hands and feet holding the end of the rope tight just in case. Then I fell asleep.

I was awoken sometime in the night as I felt a tug on the rope.

I heard a weak voice call out, "Paul?"

"Yeah," I replied simply.

I heard her start crying, "T-Thank you for rescuing me. I'm so sorry for what I did. I thought you were working with the people following us."

"I bet you are sorry, that doesn't change the fact that you tried to kill me does it," I hissed angrily, trying to keep my voice down, "If it wasn't for your damn Commander's mission I would have left your ass to the Black Dragons."

She shook her head, not wanting to say the words out loud or meet my gaze.

"So what am I supposed to do with you then? Obviously, I can't trust you to have my back, you are as likely to put a knife in it as help me. Unless you want me to wear this all the time," I said pulling out one of the black armbands so she got a good look.

Using the armband would be a last resort, I didn't want to go down that path if I could avoid it. Fiona cried out and huddled up tighter into the corner, fearful of the strip of fabric I held. I felt bad for doing this but she needed to know where she stood and that I wasn't playing around.

I slowly crawled over to the prone silhouette of the woman and helped prop her up. She was shaking uncontrollably as I touched her. I had not consciously noticed before but she was a waif of a woman and must have only weighed ninety pounds soaking wet. She just looked so imposing in her armor.

I held a bottle to her lips so she could sip it and she accepted it without protest. She was probably afraid I would activate the armband. She still sported injuries from her time with the Black Dragon, I had chosen not to heal her completely, deciding the system could fix her in time.

"Sleep, we can talk in the morning," I said moving back across the space, my voice still hard. I wasn't worried about her getting loose to attack me or escape. I doubt she would make it far not knowing the terrain and sporting the slave collar still. But just to be safe I slipped the armband on after she went back to sleep.

When early morning arrived I kicked her boot to wake her. Her injuries had mostly healed overnight. I untied her hands, retying them in front of her so she could eat and drink. I still had some compassion left in me that the system hadn't beaten out of me yet.

"Why?" I asked simply.

That one word caused her to break down in tears again and she refused to look me in the face. I let her get her emotions out of the way and eventually, she answered.

"The Commander said you were hiding something and not to trust you completely so when I noticed someone following us as soon as we left the town. I thought you had betrayed us. When you stopped to inspect that vehicle my rage grew as I assumed you were slowing us down on purpose so they could catch us but we moved on before they caught up so I was left unsure of your true motives."

"When we got to the cliff and you wanted to stop again so early it only confirmed my earlier worries had been correct. I had spotted signs of them closing in and I had to flee the area as quickly as possible but knew I couldn't leave an enemy that knew my destination," she paused there to take a breath, "I made it less than a mile before they captured me. Then to my surprise, they wanted to know where you were, and I could tell by the female mages tone that you were not one of her men. At that point, I realized my horrible mistake."

"They tortured me there to try and find your whereabouts but I told them I had slain you and kicked your body off the cliff. The female mage thought that to be a hilariously fitting end for you. But I knew you had survived the fall and that was my only consolation as they dragged me along with them to be tortured some more, then when we arrived at the encampment they slapped a slave collar around my neck that caused me to obey anyone with the Black Dragon armband."

"I fought off the influence of the collar as long as I was able to and had you not arrived when you did I would have cracked soon and given them the rest of the information they sought."

"What information was that?" I asked, taking in her story. More pieces of the puzzle were starting to fall into place in my mind.

"They wanted to know how you had gained levels so quickly but I didn't know and that made them angry, they also wanted to know about the barracks and personnel but I resisted telling them anything about that."

I guess the Black Dragon doesn't know every secret to leveling within the system, if they wanted that information from Fiona.

Sighing, I said, "Look I don't really trust you, you lost that when you tried to kill me. I do believe you though. So, what do I do from here? I was given a mission and I intend on completing it despite the Commander's feelings towards me. The Black Dragons appear to be a blight that needs to be eradicated but that isn't something you or I am equipped to deal with. That leaves me with only two options. Either I leave you tied up, slowing us down and possibly getting us captured or I release you and wear the armband."

"No, please don't do that... I...," she hesitated to say, "I can offer you a life bond."

I was going to ask her what a life bond was but the system beat me to it.

Fiona Clark has offered you a Life Bond: Those bound by a life bond cannot harm or injure the person they are bonded to in any way shape or form. Life bonds are as they are named, for life. Those who break a life bond will suffer increasing amounts of pain until eventually it becomes too much and they are forced to take their own life. Do you wish to accept this bond Y/N

I didn't really want some strange woman bonded to me for life, it felt way too much like a marriage, and I already went down that road once before. The problem was I didn't see any other option in the time we had. We couldn't afford to sit here all day with the Black Dragon encampment soo close. So I chose yes.

Fiona Clark has been Life Bonded to you.

"Oh, thank you, thank you, thank you, you won't regret this," she said sounding a bit manic. I was kind of already regretting it.

"We need to leave before that Mage catches up with us."

"She is leaving for a place called Chic-a-go," Fiona said fumbling over the unknown word, "Apparently her faction? I guess I could call it that is at war with three other groups for that area and they recalled anyone over level ten to assist. I overheard this when they thought I had passed out from the beatings. I guess that's why they are rounding up fodder to feed to others in their group to power level them."

She obviously wasn't aware of the slave contract and how they were using it to level so quickly, should I tell her? No, despite this so-called bond I didn't fully trust her just yet. One of the big unknowns was the fact she had a slave collar that would likely override the bond. Plus I wasn't exactly sure how they utilized it to level myself. Best to learn more about it first.

It also wasn't great that there seemed to be more than one group that got early access if it was true that three groups were fighting it out in Chicago, 'bunch of cheaters,' I thought angrily. I looked over at Fiona she was mostly healed, only a few bruises left from her treatment.

I pulled out one of the messaging spells Frathsar had given me, imbuing it with my notes and a warning for Frathsar and the Commander if he chose to pass it along.

Beware Black Dragon outpost at the bridge, no other way around. Female Chaos Mage is here and all Black Dragon over level 10 headed far south. Encampment consists of approximately 100 low-level people and over a thousand captured civilians. Fiona and I will continue to the Bazaar as we have located its likely position. Also, possible friendly natives heading towards your town seeking refuge. 

As soon as I finished the piece of metal glowed bright white and turned to dust in my hand. I just hoped that my hunch was correct and that the Black Dragon somehow knew the location of the Bazaar ahead of time, the only other explanation was that they somehow had access to magical items way in advance and I didn't even want to think about what that possibility could bring.

"Where did you get a message spell?" Fiona asked in surprise.

"From Frathsar," I replied, not seeing what the big deal was.

"Can I ask you something?"

"Yes, please, I'll answer whatever I can."

"Ok, first of all, relax. All I wanted to know is why your world hunted down healers, not of the faith."

"Well, I only know what I have been told by the clergy and paladins. Apparently, it was to protect the sanctity of healing magic, but I suspect that was more a lie they told the public so they could maintain a monopoly on the healing arts as it brought in quite a bit of credit," she said with a note of anger.

"Especially now that we were transported over to your world, the clergy can still heal but their gods are silent to their prayers, some have renounced their faith saying that if they could still heal that their god had never provided for this ability in the first place. This almost led to chaos amongst the ranks but the Commander enforced his Authority and anyone affected by the ability cannot speak of this if they are within ten miles of him.

A few of the faithful even ended their lives as they were now lost without a guiding hand," she finished sadly.

"So, you weren't of this belief?"

"No...I am sure that there is an afterlife and I will see it one day but I did not follow a specific deity. Most in my world did not. Despite that, the clerics and paladins had a lot of sway in the community and still hunted down people they considered heretics, mostly those using what the clergy deemed unauthorized healing magic."

I mulled over what she said when I remembered I had something of hers. No point in taking up space in my ring if she could wear it.

"Here, I think this is yours," I said, pulling her armor from my ring.

She smiled a bit, "Thank you for saving my armor, Mister Paul."

"God no, please don't start that, just call me Paul, I didn't see your sword in the room with you?"

"No that shrew of a woman took it as a trophy."

I choose to withhold giving her a weapon. Trust needed to be earned no matter what the system said. I was also still wearing the armband under my sweatshirt. I would have to make sure to take it off some time.

We ate another quiet meal and afterward crawled out from our hiding spot to continue on our journey.

I slapped myself in the forehead, "I almost forgot I leveled up yesterday, I need to pick my new skills."

Fiona just gave me an odd look, that said how could you forget you leveled up. It was amazing how women seemed to be able to convey entire thoughts with just a look. I opened up my skills page to see what was available. Making sure to keep Fiona in view.

Healing Aura: Your body emits a healing aura that affects all your party members within 20m, Heal 150 hp over 30sec, excludes caster in effect, Cost 75 mana, cooldown 1min

Imbue: Imbue your weapon with elemental damage for 60min. Must choose damage type when activating the skill - cannot be changed while active, Cost 50 mana, cooldown 60min

Second Chance: Resurrection doesn't exist but this spell comes close. Restores the hit points of spell target to intelligence modifier of caster if target suffers a fatal blow while the spell is active, does not remove any spells or status effects that were active on target before death, duration 6hours, Cost 200 mana, cooldown 3hours

Impact: You have a 30% chance of inflicting 3x your weapon damage with each attack duration 30min, Cost 20 mana, cooldown 5min

I immediately grabbed Second Chance; I would be a blind fool not to. Healing Aura and Imbue were still good choices but I decided against them again in favor of Impact, I also changed my settings to only show current level spells to hopefully keep the clutter down later. I cast the buff on myself seeing the little icon appear in my vision letting me know it was active.

"What did you just cast?" Fiona asked curiously.

"Isn't it rude to ask someone about their skills?"

She lowered her head, "Your right, I apologize, my curiosity got the better of me."

I gave the woman a closer look, and I realized she couldn't be more than twenty. It helped to explain her rash decision making.

I accepted her apology and pointed, "We are heading this way."

She would find out what the spell was eventually, I wasn't about to let her die if we got into a fight and I had it available to cast, I'm not a monster.

She nodded at my words and started walking. She was smart enough to remain in front.

I could have told her about the spell but Frathsar had warned me to not reveal them if I could help it. It was probably best she didn't know right now anyway. We still needed to come to a mutual understanding.

As we walked I checked my level 9 stats.

HP: 448(492)

Mana: 448

Mana Regen(M): 140

All of my modifiers went up one which was awesome that meant my Flurry skill now did ten attacks. It was getting to the point that I could hardly see the strikes as my staff became a blur of movement, and I was wondering if there was an upper limit to the skills progression. I mean there must be otherwise it would just continue to grow as I leveled becoming an extremely overpowered ability.

That wasn't the only thing I was happy about. I was now closing in on 500 hit points with my buff active. Although, it looked like I may need to increase my intelligence though, as some of my more powerful abilities would drain my mana quickly, it would be nice not having to be a mana miser on my skills. 'Considering the abilities I had at my disposal it seemed pretty balanced but I didn't want to be balanced,' I thought with a smile.

If other people were going to game the System, I would do it too. In fact, I already had, multiple times. I doubt Area of Denial was meant to be used to survive a house explosion or be used to fling shrapnel away at high speed. Despite that, the system recognized me as the source of those deaths granting me the experience and additional rewards and I had other ideas of ways to help myself along. I just needed some time to work on the details.

            

    
        Chapter 20: Home sweet home

    
    
    
    
                We arrived north of the metro area I called home, after another three days. Fiona had been the model of good behavior the entire way. She could have left at any time and I wouldn't have stopped her. While I still didn't trust her fully I had to admit she was trying to make up for her mistake. While she didn't have a weapon she did have a few useful skills that came in handy in the few encounters with monsters we ran across. Mostly just local mutated wildlife.

I had decided to stop using the old city names for most places as it didn't quite seem to fit the new reality that was our world. Despite that, this entire sprawling urban area had been known as the Fox Valley. It stretched from Lake Michigan down to the southern part of Lake Winnebago. Of course, it wasn't all the same town.

There were three or four major towns connected by a slew of smaller communities and somewhere in all that mess was the Bazaar. It wasn't on the scale of Chicago big but there had still been half a million people living in the area spread over a roughly 70-mile stretch.

I had opted to head towards my hometown first, which just happened to be in the center of all this mess. I wanted to see what had become of my house and see if I could locate any of my friends or family that lived in the area. That would have to wait for a bit though because right now Fiona and I sat on the second floor of a home across from the major highway.

It provided a view of one of the overpasses. It looked like someone had set up multiple barricades backed by heavy machine guns. I could make out people moving back and forth across the bridge but from this distance couldn't see if they wore any armbands. Now normal pistols and rifles I wasn't too worried about. These, however, looked like 50 caliber machine guns most commonly mounted to Humvee's, either that or those 40mm grenade launchers I wasn't quite sure from this distance. I didn't like my chances of survival against either of those.

"Do you see any armbands?" I ask, knowing Fiona has a higher perception than I do.

"Yes, but they aren't on the men guarding the bridge. Those men appeared to bear some oddly patterned uniforms. If I had to guess from their identical uniforms I would say, soldiers?"

"Great, sounds like the National Guard. We should be safe enough," I said, getting ready to go before Fiona grabbed my arm.

I gave her a withering glare and she quickly let go.

"If I go down there the Black Dragon will see my slave collar and activate it."

I curse internally, forgetting about her damn collar.

"Well, shit. Do you know how to remove it?"

"I overheard the only way to remove it was death."

I thought there had to be another way to remove these damnable slave collars but we were short on time and resources.

"Gotta say, that's not ideal," I replied, mulling over the problem, "Oh, I know, I have a few of the collars, I can test some runes on to see if those will help with removing the device."

Fiona just shrugged. It wasn't like she really had a choice in the matter.

So, I got to work testing out a few combinations of runes on the magical collars. I had six of the devices to test on. The first one exploded and I had to heal us both. It wasn't much of a surprise to her as I had expected.

Apparently, she saw me sneakily healing myself when she trained me at the barracks. At the time she wasn't sure it was healing but I had confirmed it when she was injured a day or so ago in one of our monster fights. If it wasn't for the broken leg she received I might have just left her to heal on her own. It was fine. Just like my Second Chance spell she was bound to find out sooner or later.

After that we moved to another house just to be safe as I tested more runic combinations, hoping to find some combination that caused the device to unlock, or drained the magical energy from them to hopefully stop them from exploding when opened. I even tried one that would liquefy the metal when I activated it with a word.

Note to self liquid metal shrapnel fucking hurts.

Then I decided to combine all of the runes, which was nerve-wracking. I had my head bent over and my little pocket knife scratching in dozens of tiny runes on a deceptively thin metal ring that held enough magical power to kill a human. But there it was a finished prototype.

The thing fairly vibrated in my hand with the power of its innate magic and my runic enhancements clashing together. I set it on a sewing mannequin we found in the house. Stepping back I activated the rune using the keyword as I ducked around the door frame.

The room glowed brightly for a split second and then I heard hissing. I waited a few seconds before sticking my head back into the room.

"Oh, shit," I exclaimed as I ran in to put out the fire.

The runes had worked. The ring had consumed itself with the stored power causing it to turn liquid and melt off. It did, however, cause a significant amount of damage to the mannequin.

Fiona picked that time to come to see what the ruckus was about.

She took one look at the remains of the mannequin and said, "No, no, no, please find another way."

"Well, I have an idea for another way."

She looked at me hopefully, "Oh, and what might that be?"

"Well, I could kill you."

She turned to leave throwing her arms up, "So my choices are possibly killing me or successfully killing me."

I followed her out, "Well you did say that death would remove it, I just figured the possibility of not death would be a better option."

She stopped and turned to face me, "I don't know why I am even considering this idea, its madness."

"Well, they say genius and madness are only separated by success and failure."

"Nobody says that," she replied tartly.

"I'm pretty sure someone said that or something similar, plus there are no other options."

"Fine," she said in resignation.

"After I inscribe the runes I will cast Second Chance on you, just in case," I added as she looked at me pleadingly, "Then..., I will cast Rejuvenate which should help with any damage you take. To be honest I am not sure the other method would work anyway as my Second Chance skill specifically states that no active effects are lost upon death."

"Fates be damned, fine, let's get this madness over with," she said plopping down in a kitchen chair.

"Ok, I need you to hold completely still while I carve the runes. Here hold on to this you will need it," I said, handing her a roll of leather.

She looked at me not knowing what it was for.

I cleared my throat, "For the pain, put it between your teeth when I finish the runes. I don't know how long they will hold stable."

She gave me a look of shock and tried to stand, but I pushed her back down in the seat, "Do you want the collar off or not?"

She didn't say anything or nod she just sat there and I took that as confirmation to begin.

There is something to be said about carving on a surface that you can manipulate in any direction you need versus trying to do the same on an object you can only rotate in one direction. After less than a minute I had her lay down on the couch and I kneeled to the side to get a better angle for carving. I needed to pick up a jewelers loupe or magnifying glasses for more detailed work like this.

It may not have been the most dignified position for her but it made my work so much easier. She was only wearing her loose blouse and pants so as not to ruin her armor when the spell went off. I noticed she was wearing perfume? I figured she must have found it in this house or the last one. It smelled good. The carving went a bit faster than my first attempt as I now knew the combination of runes to use.

When I was finished I could immediately see the power starting to build and I rushed her into the bathroom knowing I had about a minute from my previous attempts.

"Bend over the tub so the metal runs off you faster."

" No, please there has got to be a better way," she said hesitating.

I ended up having to force her to bend over the tub, "It's too late to change your mind, this thing is going to come apart in less than thirty seconds whether I want it to or not."

She remained bent over the tub shaking but at least she remained there.

"When you are ready I will cast my spell and activate the rune."

I squeezed her hand, cast Second Chance on her, and moved to the edge of the room. I could have cast the spell sooner but I didn't want her to chicken out even though she had almost done so already.

"R...Ready," she managed to get out, her voice firming with resolve.

I cast Rejuvenate and immediately activated the rune. I could tell she had shoved the leather between her teeth as her screams were muffled.

Fiona has died, Second Chance activated

The group message spurred me back into the room and I cast Healing Touch on her as she lay against the tub shuddering from pain. I brushed off any remaining molten metal bits with a towel continuing to heal her as I did.

'Who would invent such a horrible device,' I thought as I got on the ground and cradled the sobbing woman. I had indeed been harsh with her but she didn't need me to coddle her and I still hadn't forgiven her for the attack. It didn't mean I couldn't comfort someone in their time of need. The shitty part about this whole thing was that I got experience from her death as well as a title, that I don't believe I deserved.

Congratulations you have earned the title Team Killer: You revel in the deaths of your teammates, 10% bonus damage to allies, and party members. This title can only be wiped away by killing an equal or greater leveled enemy

I sighed, nothing I could do about it now. The only thing that mattered was that it worked. I double-checked to make sure the oath she gave me still showed up. It was there I felt more faith in the oath now that the collar was off.

***

Fiona awoke an undetermined time later, the pain had faded and she didn't know where she was. It took her a few seconds to realize she was still in the bathroom being held by Paul. Her first instinct was to leap up and slap him for being so presumptuous but quickly remembered her Life Bond. She checked the notifications she had received.

You have been freed from a slave collar, full control of your status has been returned

Congratulations you have earned the title Till death and beyond. While fighting in a party with Paul Fuller you receive a 25% bonus to all of your attributes. Even death cannot part you!

She didn't quite know how to feel about the second notice.

***

The next morning Fiona and I set off to the bridge, she had a cloak covering her armor one that we had found in a home. This wasn't some fancy cloak of the rich or nobility; nope this was a rain poncho in all its vinyl glory. She complained non-stop about the sound it made and how hot and sweaty she was. I just chuckled.

She only had herself to blame. I had suggested she keep her armor off as we entered the town but she shot down that suggestion, so the only other option was to cover it up. We approached the bridge from a side street avoiding as many people as possible especially the Black Dragon members we saw walking about.

What unnerved me about these members was the fact that they didn't sport guns, which meant they were likely of a higher level, better class, and had more abilities. We ended up close enough to one that I got my Identify ability off.

Assassin | Level 12

The man stopped and looked around as if he had somehow sensed my spell and I quickly walked away Fiona in tow.

"Fiona, is it possible for people to detect the use of Identify if used on them?" I asked in a low tone, dropping back beside her.

"Anything is possible, why who did you scan?"

"That last Black Dragon we saw, he came up as a level 12 Assassin."

"Is that all the information you were able to glean?"

"That's all my low-level spell lets me see, why?"

"That fact probably saved you from being directly linked to the spell. Please be careful of its use in the future."

I just nodded; when I glanced back the Assassin had disappeared. Well shit.

The bridge came into view a few minutes later and we got in line to cross. I didn't realize it was this busy the night before. I could easily see a dozen soldiers decked out in full battle gear. There were two 50 cal machine guns set up on small podiums surrounded by sandbags on the far end of the bridge. Each of these was manned by two soldiers that eyed everyone warily. There was also a man towards the back that seemed to exude an air of authority; it felt a lot like the Commander's had. As the line in front of us filtered through the checkpoint a soldier looked us over.

"No fighting within city limits, if we catch you, you will be arrested or killed. No warnings."

Then the man moved on, repeating his message to anyone that looked like they could cause trouble. We were waived through a minute later and I stopped to ask the soldier a question.

"Do you know where the Bazaar is?"

"Go down three blocks and ask for Gertrude at the market, maybe she knows. Next!" he yelled, dismissing me.

"Well, you up for sticking around with me a bit longer?" I asked expecting Fiona to be happy to be rid of me finally.

"You do realize I am with you, for life, right?"

Yeah, I was afraid she was going to say that. I had kind of hoped this life bond could be canceled when my mission had completed. It was sounding like that was not an option. I could just leave her here but something told me she would be able to track me down.

I just shrugged and moved towards the location the soldier pointed out. It took us less time to walk the three blocks then it did to locate Gertrude in the parking lot, converted into an open-air market where all kinds of goods were for sale.

Along with those goods came many different species, that I had yet to encounter. I saw what I assumed were Dwarves, Elves, Gnomes, and all manner of Beastkin. There was even another Dragon Kin only this one looked like polished bronze. Every merchant we asked either ignored us when they realized we weren't buying or pointed in a random direction. Eventually, we found a human woman that was helpful and she led the way for a credit.

"Are you Gertrude?" I asked an older lady, that looked like aged leather. She certainly didn't carry herself like an older lady.

"I am, what can I do for you youngster?"

"I was told that you knew where the Bazaar was located?"

"Not really a secret, anyone here could have told you. Who sent you to me?"

I shrugged, "Some soldier guarding the bridge."

"That useless boy, wait till I see him again, I will tan his hide. Never too old to be bent over and paddled."

I cringed as she went on in detail about what she was going to do with what I assumed was her son or grandson.

"Follow me," she said, finally finishing her diatribe.

We followed the crone and I was forced to jog to keep up. 'Good God, how is this woman so spritely.'

I decided to take the time to see what her class was.

Gertrude | Matron | Level 15

The system filling in her name automatically because I already knew it, I was surprised at her level, wondering how this old woman managed it. I was broken from my wondering as the woman turned, glaring at me.

"Didn't anyone ever tell you it was rude to ogle people without their consent," she snapped at me and I lowered my head in shame. I even received a debuff.

You are suffering the Matron's Shame, all stats reduced by 4 for 5 minutes

I nearly stumbled from the debuffs effects and Fiona hissed at me, "What did I tell you?"

After that embarrassing moment I just hunched my shoulders and plodded along behind the women, it was a good thing Fiona didn't have a similar debuff. After several blocks of walking, we turned the corner, and almost smack dab in the center of downtown was a metallic cylinder about fifty feet around that rose thirty feet into the air. I could see people coming and going from the many entrances into the structure.

"Well here it is, Think you can handle it from here?" Gertrude said snidely.

"We will be fine, thank you again, Gertrude," Fiona replied sincerely.

I watched the old lady walk off at a furious pace, still astounded that a woman of her advanced years could move that fast.

            

    
        Chapter 21: Bazaar

    
    
    
    
                We finally made it to our destination, it only took a week longer than expected, a rescue, a death, and a minor beating to get both of us to this place and time.

"You might as well go meet your contact so I can complete my mission, meet me over there," I said, pointing to a brick building across the street, "Will two hours be enough time?"

Fiona nodded and entered the Bazaar, disappearing in a flash of light as I pulled out the last message spell.

Located the Bazaar, City is under friendly military control. There are a few Black Dragons around use care while entering the town.

The item turned to dust as my message was transmitted. I hoped Frathsar would be safe on his journey, God knows it wasn't an easy trip for us. I kind of hoped Fiona wouldn't show up in two hours and I would be off the hook for this life bond. Although, I was starting to see the advantages of having someone to travel with.

Before entering the Bazaar I decided to see how many credits I had, I hadn't checked my wallet since I met Frathsar. That felt like a lifetime ago but in reality, it was only ten days. So much shit happened in that small amount of time.

Anyway, I can reflect later, time to shop, let's see how many credits I have. My wallet showed that I had 4584 credits. I let out a low whistle, but in all honesty, I still had very little idea on the value of a credit. I could be rich or I could be poor as shit, guess it was time to find out.

I stepped into the bazaar and for a second my vision went dark, only to be replaced by an enormous sprawling market filled with every conceivable being imaginable.

"Um, hmmm where do I even start?" I mumbled to myself, looking at the sprawling marketplace that went on beyond my sight into the distance. The stalls all looked like temporary structures set up with no rhyme or reason. Each one with its own unique flair and merchant. It was also packed. Species of every size and type mingled about the stalls. Buying and selling everything you could imagine.

What I didn't see was guards, at least not at first. Eventually, I spotted certain individuals that stood out. They weren't looking to buy or sell, no they were watching the people keeping an eye out for troublemakers.

One enterprising individual must have overheard me as I entered and offered to sell me a map of the bazaar for only ten credits. I decided to turn down his offer, and he lowered his price to eight credits.

"I'll give you 3 credits."

"5 is the absolute lowest I could go, you won't be disappointed in the quality of the map."

I suspected this individual was fleecing me but I paid him the five credits just to get rid of him. He handed me a roughly drawn map that included zones and what they typically sold. What the little shit failed to mention was that these zones changed daily and the map was a few days old.

'Well whatever,' I thought, wandering to the nearest stall to see what they sold. Turns out it was building blueprints and materials. Not really of any interest to me. A few stalls later I found one of the things I had been looking for.

"Greetings, What can Horace do for you today?" The gruff Dwarven man asked me.

"I'm new to the Bazaar, what wares do you sell?"

"Mostly weapons and armor, I also purchase crafting materials for said weapons and armor."

"Hmm, any interest in something like this?" I said pulling one of the chitin scales from my ring; I also set one of the guns down.

Horace picked up the piece of chitin inspecting it with a clinical eye, he tapped it while holding it up to his ear, then he looked at my armor vest, "Mind if I take a look at your chest piece?"

"Nope," I said removing my armor for him to inspect.

"Hmm, quality is low, but the material is interesting," he said tapping on the interlocking plates, "They sound different, have they been treated in some way or magically enhanced? No, no, I don't see any telltale signs of magical enhancement."

"They are rune inscribed," I responded.

"Rune?" The Dwarf asked.

I took out one of the extra rune inscribed plates for him to look at.

He plucked it out of my hand, looking over the symbols I carved into the backside, "Mhh fascinating, never seen anything quite like it, reminiscent of magical circles but there is no mana signature, good for hiding the fact that you are wearing magical armor," Horace mumbled to himself as he inspected my work.

Looking up, he asked me a question, "Is this your work?"

"It is."

"Would you be able to introduce me to your master?"

"Unfortunately, no, I learned this skill by myself, and as you can see my work is rough at best."

The Dwarf seemed to be disappointed by this news, handing me back my items.

"I will purchase the normal plates for a single credit each. If you had been more adept with your skills I would buy the ones you modified. Perhaps when you reach expert rank you can come back and teach me this skill."

"I could teach you what I know now," I said not understanding why I had to be an expert.

"Doesn't work like that lad, only experts can impart a crafting skill unless I wished to learn from scratch like you are and I can't invest that kind of time."

I just shrugged, "Well I'm not sure if I want to sell the plates yet as I feel like I could upgrade my armor."

"That would be a good idea, it is always cheaper getting materials yourself than buying them from a market or the Bazaar, unless those materials are in low demand."

He waved the centipede plate at me, "This is a low-quality crafting material so it makes for a good practice medium. You may want to talk with my brother Olgar, he sells carving tools. They are designed for wood but should work well for this and other softer materials. He may even have some for carving metal or if you are really lucky a magical carving tool. His stall is five rows that way," Horace said pointing to the right, "As for your slug thrower I can give you 10 credits for it. They don't go for much as you can imagine, mostly we just melt them down for the raw materials."

"Thanks, I'll go speak with your brother after this. Here are 2 more guns I'll take the 30 credits. Can I see a list of weapons, preferably staff?"

I decided not to keep the rifles, mostly because my accuracy and combat ability with them would be quite poor. Not to mention the inability to get more ammo for them. If I picked up more guns along the way I might use them, at least until I reached a market.

Horace cleared the guns from the table with a wave and they disappeared into a storage device. The money entered my wallet and then a screen appeared showing weapons like staves, spears, and polearms. Prices ranged anywhere from 20 credits up to 2000, the latter being magically enhanced. I could now see a definite reason to improve my runic crafting if this was how much a decent magical item sold for.

"I am interested in some of the staves you have for sale but I need to purchase some other goods first. Will you be here tomorrow?"

"I will, here take this," Horace said, handing me a thin metal plate similar to the message scrolls only with a different design on it that I now understood was a magical circle. I wondered if I could copy the design or effect with runes, something to think about.

"This will activate a simple locate spell that will show you to my stall."

"Oh, before I leave, what can you tell me about this?" I asked, pulling out the tiny fingernail-sized gem called a mana heart. The reward I got for killing the centipede queen.

Horace held out his hand and I dropped the gem in for him to inspect.

"Ohh, a mana heart. They can be used to make any number of magical items, If you're looking to sell it I can offer you 400 credits for it."

"No, I think I want to hold on to it to see if I can make something with it."

"Well, I wish you luck in your crafting."

I thanked the merchant and headed down to meet with his brother. After a short discussion with Olgar, I purchased two sets of tools, one for wood carving and one for metal. This set me back 42 credits which seemed like a lot but Olgar promised me that they were of excellent quality. He was also able to supply me with a magnifying loupe. After the sale, I asked the man if he could point me to a skill broker.

After a bit of face scratching he said to try and find someone by the name of Victoria, she should be someone in the training district 32 rows over. It took me a good forty minutes to locate Victoria. Mostly because her stall was tiny as was she. The pixie lounged in a small hammock behind her tiny shop counter. She greeted me as I walked up.

"Greetings traveler what brings you by Victoria's Secret Skills today?"

I couldn't stop myself from laughing when she told me the name of her store, her face starting to redden in anger, "Sorry, I am not laughing at you, it's just... my world has a store with the same name and it sells women's undergarments."

The little pixie's face went beet red and I wasn't sure if it was from embarrassment or rage, probably a bit of both.

"Well I don't sell nonsense like that here, I am one of the finest skill traders in the Bazaar," She said in a huff.

"Sorry, again I did not mean to offend; it was just odd hearing the name. Anyway, Olgar sent me this way," I said, trying to mollify the tiny woman.

"Humph, fine, I guess if Olgar sent you we can do business. Are you looking for a specific skill?"

"Honestly, I don't know this is my first time visiting the Bazaar or buying skills."

"Okay, what are your goals or areas you wish to shore up that your class lacks?"

I had to think about this. Right now I lacked ranged damage, I also had an issue if I was not near the ground as two of my main spells would be useless. Something that enhanced my main attack would be nice as well.

"The first issue I have is closing into melee range."

"Hmm, plenty of skills to accomplish that, What is your main weapon?"

"Staff," I replied.

"My recommendation would be Blink Step then. While it isn't as fast or instantaneous as some skills it will enhance the kinetic force of your blows."

"Sounds good, how much?"

"1700 credits."

I nearly choked at the cost. It was over a third of my credits. I tried haggling with the tiny woman but she wouldn't budge on the price. I sighed and transferred the credits and received the skill plate in return.

"Anything else?" The overly happy pixie asked now that she had a large chunk of my money.

"I would like a skill to enhance my damage."

"Single target, multi-target, or AOE?" She asked trying to reduce the choices.

Again, I had to think. What was my greatest weakness? I had a decent amount of single target abilities, and one very good AOE skill with Seismic Strike. 'Maybe instead of getting one good damage skill, I could enhance them all?' I wonder.

"Is there a skill for multicasting the same skill?"

She smiled, "There are a few options, although, they are expensive. Both in credits and mana, have a look," she said, tossing up a System window for me to see.

Reversion: Allows you to recast the same skill on the same target or location, Mana cost is doubled for skill cast. If mana is lacking for the second cast you will receive skill backlash for double the damage and be unable to utilize said skill for 24 hours

Multicast: Allows you to reset a skill cooldown up to 2 times for any spell under the level of your intelligence score. Each recast doubles the mana cost of the spell. Recast cost resets after 1 hour

There were more options available but these two stuck out. At first, reversion sounded like the better option since it had no cap on skill level until you got to the downsides. I asked her what the prices were on both.

"Reversion is 3500 credits and Multicast is 2100."

I already knew she wouldn't haggle with me on the price. I thought about what I could do with Multicast since I couldn't afford Reversion anyway. After I mulled over the possibilities I decided to purchase the skill, adding Multicast to my repertoire.

With the 75 mana cost of Multicast, I was limited at the moment on what spells I could use it with but that was fine. With my current mana pool, I could double-cast Seismic Strike or triple cast Flurry of Blows, although, I would need to be wary of that since it would make the spells cost double or more for an hour after.

I would need to play with the skill to find out all that I could do with it. I thanked Victoria deciding to head back to the exit since I had been shopping for well over an hour.

I popped out of the Bazaar blinking the disorientation away and made my way over to our rendezvous point. I noticed Fiona wasn't here yet so I waited and did some people watching. I made special note of the few Black Dragon's I noticed wandering about the square until I spotted trouble.

Walking down the street with two flunkies in tow behind her was the Chaos Mage, and to make it worse Fiona just happened to show up at the same time. Of course, with my luck, the psychotic woman just so happened to spot us and I recognized one of the men with her as the Assassin I scanned earlier.

"Shit, we have company," I said to Fiona nodding my head in the Mage woman's direction.

Fiona paled when she saw them approaching, gripping the hilt of a new sword tight.

"Well, well, well, If it isn't a dead man and a runaway slave," Sharla said, venom in her voice as the other two went to either side cutting off our retreat, "Get over here slave I am going to punish you!"

When Fiona failed to move Sharla turned her hate-filled glare towards me, "What did you do with my slave," she demanded.

"No slaves here, how bout you fuck off," I said back to the woman. I knew it was dangerous to antagonize her here but that had been my intention. She started to cast a spell and the other two drew their swords.

"What is going on here!" A deep voice said from behind the three people.

I had seen the group of army personnel approaching when they saw the possible altercation.

Sharla gritted her teeth in anger and canceled her spell, the others put their swords away and just to gloat I scanned all three. The Assassin was the only one that seemed to notice my scrutiny and he eyed me like a cat, eyes a mouse.

Sharla Cotton | Chaos Mage | Level 18

Assassin | Level 12

Duelist | Level 13

"There is no fighting in town if we catch any of you with bared blades or casting spells again you will not be given a warning. That goes for you two as well," he said, looking directly at Fiona and me.

"He stole my slave and I was just coming here to retrieve her," Sharla said to the officer, pointing to Fiona.

"Show me your neck girl," the officer demanded.

Fiona took off the poncho showing that she wasn't wearing any slave collar. I could see Sharla narrowing her eyes at me, probably wondering how I had removed the device without killing the woman. I then realized this put a large kill me at all cost sign on my back.

"Looks like you were mistaken, move along before we toss you in cells."

The three nodded to the guards and moved off, I could see Sharla whispering into the ear of the Assassin and he broke away into the crowd and I lost sight of the man. Not, good.

"Thanks, officer," I said appreciatively, "I have had a few run-ins with the Black Dragons outside of town and I can say that I don't much care for them."

"Yea well we have an uneasy truce in place. They out level us but we outnumber them. And as much as I abhor slavery there is nothing we can do to remove the collars. Try to stay out of trouble."

I thanked the guards as they walked off to patrol the area.

Turning to Fiona I said, "I think the Assassin might be trailing us."

She nodded once, tossing the rain poncho in a bin like it had murdered her only child. 'She really did hate that thing,' I thought, smiling.

            

    
        Chapter 22: A place to rest

    
    
    
    
                After the altercation with Sharla and her henchmen, I decided to take Fiona back to my place. Well, mostly I tried to convince her to find some other place to stay but she just kept saying that wasn't possible. She said something about her Life Bond and that she needed to keep me safe. Eventually, I relented, figuring if we were attacked that I liked my odds better with the two of us together. We made sure to keep our eyes open as we made the trip back to my place.

It would be interesting to see what had become of my home in the eleven days I was gone. A change of clothes would be nice as well. I decided to put off looking for friends and family until I wasn't being hunted by a group of slavers, deciding the people I cared for might be safer that way.

We made our way, stopping occasionally near patrols of soldiers to scan for the Assassin. The absence of the man was making me nervous almost to the point I wished he would just attack us so we could get this over with. Then I could move on to doing other things.

As we got closer to my house there were far fewer roaming patrols of soldiers, which wasn't surprising since I lived kind of on the outskirts. I did finally get to see my first active vehicle since the system came alive. The Humvee rolled down the street with a silent hum, turret manned by a soldier that eyed us warily as they passed.

"Wonder what they did to get it to run?"

"Sounds like a mana engine," Fiona said in reply.

I turned to her raising my eyebrow hoping she would elaborate. She huffed at me but explained.

"Mana engines run on mana, of course, they can be powered by mana stones or mana hearts as well. They aren't all that powerful though and only the rich in my world ever wasted money on the devices. Your soldiers would be better off with mounts like horses or lizards, although, they wouldn't be able to mount that weapon to any of those unless it was being pulled by a carriage."

"Yea seems like a bit of a waste but it's their money."

I lead Fiona through a large warehouse-type of building, that seemed to be abandoned. With its multiple exits I was hopeful that we could shake any tail we might have, by exiting in a random direction. We cut across to an adjacent building to see if anyone came looking. Sure enough, five minutes later a figure appeared from the door we exited. They looked around for a bit before turning back the way they came.

"Looks like we should be clear for now," I whispered.

"This hiding and running around is getting tiring, I wish to take the fight to these fiendish people," Fiona said angrily.

"Yeah, well unless you think you can take a level eighteen Chaos Mage on by yourself, you may have to wait a while."

"W-What, she's level eighteen?"

I had forgotten that Fiona didn't have the ability to identify people. I wondered about that, So I figured I would ask.

"Yes, and while we're at it, why don't you have an ability that can be used to identify people?"

"I never needed one. I was a city guard, not some adventurer. This meant I was always in a patrol group, where at least one person had the skill. Plus it's not like I or my family had a lot of credits to spare. I have more money since coming over here than I have seen in my lifetime."

I guess that made sense, It's not like they would go around killing people for the money or experience. That just brought up another question.

"Ok, well how did you level then?"

"Very slowly. Guards can earn experience from completing missions assigned to them. Usually, something like, arrest this many people or patrol this many miles. These missions didn't give out a whole lot of experience. Some people, like the Commander, served in our military for a time, earning experience that way. Occasionally we would get sent out to subjugate monster nests and gain experience that way. I got a bit of a leg up, my parents were able to pool their money together, to get me a dungeon dive before I became a guard. For my age, I am considered a quite high level in my world.

"Really?" I asked skeptically.

"Yes, most worlds that join the system are not as wild as yours. I expect that once word gets around, more people with the means will transfer over to take advantage of the easy leveling."

Yep, that sounded like a recipe for disaster. We rounded the last corner and there she was home sweet home.

I was honestly surprised to see my house still standing and unmolested, unlike some buildings and houses we came across. Hell, even the doors were still locked. I guess it helped that my house was on a little-used road and it wasn't much to look at. I pulled out my keys glad they survived the journey and unlocked the door.

As we entered my first impulse was to log into my computer to surf the internet, weird how urges like that still existed. My next urge was to open the fridge and get a snack, luckily I managed to prevent myself from doing that and stinking up the entire place. I can't imagine what the inside of my fridge smelled like after eleven days of no electricity.

"So this is your home?"

"Yup, I know it isn't much but it is mine, well I guess maybe if the banks were still around they might disagree," I said, chuckling.

"This house would be considered a large house in my world... wait, those other houses we visited were those all single-family homes as well?"

"Yes, probably for two parents and a few kids," I said, shrugging.

"Your world is odd, even from what I have heard from other worlds."

"Yea, I'm sure we are, make yourself at home," I said as I started to pull some items from my pack.

Fiona walked over, "What are you doing?"

"Setting up an early warning system just in case," I replied hanging the chitin plates from the door.

She just walked away looking through the house while I set up my traps.

"Is this your family," she said holding up a picture.

I stopped what I was doing to take a look, "Yep, my mother, father, me, and my younger sister," I said pointing to each.

"Do you think they survived?"

"No, they died when I was nineteen in a car accident."

"Oh, I'm sorry... I didn't know," she said, turning red from embarrassment.

"It's fine. I accepted their deaths long ago. I'm just grateful that they didn't have to live through this insanity. My sister may have been ok but my parents would not have been able to cope. You mentioned parents, any other family back in your world?"

"I have an older brother that joined the military and my parents are knight retainers. I would have joined our military as well but our military didn't allow women so I joined the Royal Guard. My parents objected but it was my choice."

"I was also betrothed to the son of some lesser noble but he ended the betrothal when he found out I joined the guard. Good riddance to the pompous dilettante," she said, disdain in her voice.

"My family managed to find another suitor to marry me, and I was scheduled to meet the man a few days ago but as you can see I was transported to your world first," she said not sounding all that sad about it.

I got the sense she had a bit of rebellious streak to her, it reminded me so much of my sister.

She turned to look at me, "Why did you save me?"

"You know why," I replied curtly, not really wanting to talk about it.

"I-is that the only reason you rescued me?"

"Yes," I added, not understanding what she was getting at.

"Although, now that I think about it... You do sort of remind me of my little sister."

I swear the woman physically deflated after she heard those words.

"Thank you again," she said softly, "For rescuing me and freeing me from slavery...I can never fully repay you."

I wanted to say there was no need for her to thank me, I was being paid to get her to her destination. I felt it would diminish her heartfelt words so I choose to remain silent. She walked into the living room and I moved to the back door to continue my preparations.

When I came back, I saw Fiona practicing in the living room. I was surprised she hadn't hit anything and I watched for a bit until she noticed my arrival.

"Sorry, I was a bit rusty and wished to practice," she said apologetically, sheathing her sword.

"No, that's fine but you may find more room in the garage, with the car gone there is plenty of space to move about."

"Thank you, I will do that. Um, which way is the ga-ra-ge?" she asked, butchering the unknown word.

Her butchering of the word reminded me of something I wanted to ask Frathsar but never got around to.

"You know I never bothered to ask this before but why does everyone speak the same language?"

"There's an easy answer to that question, they don't. I'm speaking my native language and the system does the rest. There are some lower languages the system doesn't bother to translate; the Sulid's battle cant for example."

The more I learned the more I found the System both fascinating and horrifying at the same time, with how it could alter worlds and people. Idly I wondered if my feeling about the System would differ if it hadn't been hidden from the world and I had grown up waiting for the activation day, like a kid on Christmas morning.

"The garage is right through here," I said waving her to follow, "By the way, how did your meeting go in the Bazaar?"

"Not great, they can only send one person over through the spatial link because of the expense and he will be bringing supplies through in a week. That is when I am required to return with him to the barracks," she said sounding melancholy.

"Well, I'm sure you will be glad to be back among your people and free from me."

Maybe she would be ordered to stay with her Commander. Not that I didn't appreciate her help, just that it still felt odd having someone that tried to kill you now trying to befriend you. It felt decidedly foreign to me.

She just huffed, "I can find the gar-age from here," she replied, stomping past me to the only possible door she could go through.

I wasn't sure what I said to upset her but I wasn't stupid enough to argue with the woman. Despite her Life Bond, she wasn't my slave and could do as she pleased, all except harming me of course. I headed back into my home office, I had some rune work to do. The desk would make working with my new carving tools much nicer.

I spent hours working on improving my craft having skimmed through the three books while Fiona practiced in the garage. I didn't have any specific need in mind right now so I just tested combinations.

My skills had improved greatly and I even managed to eke out a few more percent improvements on my armor inscriptions. I also found out that putting runes in a Celtic knot pattern enhanced them a bit. I would have to play around with designs a bit more later. I decided to stop for now. Getting up to stretch and eat a snack from my cabinet. I grabbed one for Fiona as a peace offering.

I needed her in a good mood as it was now time for me to do some practice. Despite her rather large lapse in judgment, she was still the best person I could turn to for practice at the moment. I knocked on the door to let her know I was coming in; I didn't need to be hit by a random sword slash if I could avoid it.

I could hear her stop moving and a muffled voice say, "It's safe to enter."

"Figured you could use a snack and a break," I said, handing her a granola bar, "Just tear the package open like this," I said, showing her how with my bar.

"Thank you."

"I had ulterior motives, kind of wanted to test out my new skills, or at least one of them, not sure I have enough room in here to try the other out."

She raised an eyebrow, "Did you not choose your skills when you leveled earlier?"

"Oh yeah, I choose my level skills but I had two free that I earned for clearing dungeons."

Fiona stared at me dumbfounded, "When did you have time to clear dungeons?"

"Oh well, I cleared one on the first day. It was a level one goblin dungeon. You'll laugh at this next one. After you kicked me off the cliff I found a level 5 horde dungeon that I was able to clear. And for being the first solo person to clear them I got the extra skill slots," I decided not to mention the ability points I earned. A guy needed his secrets.

"Every time I think I get a good idea of your capabilities you surprise me yet again. I only knew one person from my old world that had an, hear me, an as in singular extra skill slot that wasn't passive like your identify skill. As you can imagine extra combat skills are extremely rare. Sure you can use your class levels for non-class skills but that tends to reduce your class effectiveness overall, so most people avoid it."

"Ok, good to know, just another thing to keep to myself right?"

"That would be ideal," she said, rolling her eyes, "Let's see this new skill or skills, and don't tell me the names. Here let's do this," she added flicking me a screen.

I read the popup message.

Fiona would like to challenge you to a duel, this is a non-lethal duel and combat will end when one combatant reaches 10% health and all health is restored after the match ends

"In here? It's awfully cluttered and what about the bond, won't that interfere?"

"In combat, it's important to keep track of your surroundings and avoid obstacles. And no, because this is a non-lethal duel that both parties agree to, the system will not punish me," she said smiling, her sword seeming to magically appear in her hand.

"You seem to know an awful lot about how the system handles Life Bonds," I said nonchalantly.

"Ahem, yes, well, shall we get started?"

I groaned but pulled my staff from my ring giving it a twirl to check clearance. Most of my boosts were active as I had gotten into the habit of recasting them as soon as they faded. I cast Flurry and Aura Strike on my staff before clicking accept and a 5-second count down appeared.

As soon as the timer hit one I cast Blink Step, that's when I realized a fundamental flaw with the spell or with me. My eyes weren't fast enough to keep up, as I took the first step I blurred across the room towards Fiona swinging at where I thought she was but she was three feet to my right. The jerky movement also made me motion sick causing me to vomit a little in my mouth.

I forced it back down shaking the dizziness away. I stepped towards her again, this time I was close enough that the blurring was reduced and I struck out with my staff. She dodged out of the way of my flurry strike and I spun the staff trying to hit her with a stunning gust. She just took the spell on her sword and redirected it back at me.

"Oh sh-," was all that came out before the attack hit me causing the stun to go off, just my luck.

You have lost the duel

"Well..., that was embarrassing," I said, accepting the hand she lent me to get up.

"Let me guess you lost sight of me for a bit?"

"Yes."

"It has to do with your perception. I'm guessing the skill boosts your Agility?"

"Correct again," I said nursing my sore butt.

"When a stat is enhanced so far over normal your mind and body may have difficulty adjusting. With your skill perception and agility are linked. Now that you know what to expect you should be able to compensate a bit, eventually, you should get used to the sensation. You could also raise your perception a bit higher to help you compensate faster.

"With or without my Wind buff active?"

She sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose, "With if it was active at the time you used the spell."

"It was active."

"Your buff probably exacerbated the issue. It's not natural for humans to be enhanced temporarily for two whole points. You are used to it now since you have been using that skill since day one and the enhancement of your new skill will become easier to handle with time. I would recommend avoiding the use of that particular skill for at a few levels at least in combat."

Yeah, I wasn't about to stop using a skill that could be a game-changer, I would just have to practice more with it.

"It should be fine to train with it for now. Shall we go again?"

I accepted and this time when the fight started I Multicast two Earth Fists. She dodged the first one and I placed the second right where she stepped causing her to lose balance, then I rushed in with Flurry to take advantage, or so I thought.

No, she had never lost balance she had made it look like she had and managed to somersault over my staff slicing me across the shoulder as I dove to the side. I hissed in pain coming at her again. I did manage one sweeping blow at her midsection that connected and it must have activated my Impact ability because she staggered to the side giving me an approving grin.

"Good, you're getting harder to read, now it's my turn," She said evilly.

I groaned as she picked me up off the floor again. She had used an ability called water whip that smashed me across the face and left a groove in my wall.

"You still need to work on your feet placement and movement in general, you stand still too much, it makes you an easy target."

This was much better training than what she gave me before we left the north. There she only beat me and expected I would get better or die; now she was actually commenting on my mistakes and how to adjust and for that I was glad.

We fought like this for another few hours and I even managed one victory during the matches when I landed a Stunning Gust followed quickly by Flurry. That was when I learned just how useful my Impact skill was. Turns out it had a 30% chance to activate on each and every blow from Flurry, and although, I didn't get any natural critical strikes during that attack I did do over 560 damage with the one skill. I tried to multicast Impact at one point but the second spell canceled out the first one. I guess I couldn't cheat the system on that one. I would have to try multicast on all of my spells eventually.

Fiona congratulated me on my victory but told me not to rely too heavily on skills, instead, I should work on my actual skill with a staff.

I asked her about that and she suggested I find a combat master in the Bazaar. I guess I hadn't realized that I could find someone to train me there but I guess it made sense if you could buy pretty much everything from multiple worlds there.

After that, we decided to end the training session for tonight. I told her she could have the bed and I would sleep on the couch. I'm pretty sure it was just my imagination or did she look sad when I said I would sleep on the couch, hmm definitely my imagination.

            

    
        Chapter 23: Midnight callers

    
    
    
    
                Something awoke me in the middle of the night, the room was pitch black and silent. Awaking like this had become a norm for me since the system came into being. Even in this so-called safe town, my nerves were on edge.

I lay there listening to try and determine what had awoken me. There it was again, a light clank as the chitin plates knocked against each other. I pulled my weapon out of my ring and rose from the couch as quietly as possible.

There was another soft clink from the back door. I glanced at my buffs, noting that Second Chance was still active for another 48 minutes. Good, that meant Fiona's was active still too as I had multicast it after waiting for my mana to recharge before we went to bed. All my other buffs were down so I started refreshing them as quietly as possible

With Fiona still in my party and within range, she would automatically get my area of effect buffs, I hoped that they would alert her to our guests. Everything was cast except my shield spell as that emitted light when first cast. I heard a soft thud from the back door. They must have disarmed the trap. I decided not to play coy anymore, casting Shield.

"Fiona, we have company!" I yelled as loud as I could, figuring it would be better to make her aware of the situation then try to quietly handle it myself.

That's when all hell broke loose, four men poured into the house from the front and back doors. Two came at me and two went to find Fiona. It wasn't a large house and there were only two possible rooms she could be in.

It was just barely bright enough in my house to see, my eyes having adjusted to the darkness but it was enough. I cast Earth Fist in front of the first attacker's feet. Who would have thought having a house with no basement in the north would be a blessing. The man went down with a grunt and a curse, slowing down the man behind him as the hallway wasn't wide enough for him to go around.

"You'll pay for that," The man on the ground said.

"Oh, no, the man who came to kill me in my sleep, says I'm going to pay, boo hoo. Whatever shall I do?" I replied mockingly.

"Your, death will be slow and painful," the man hissed, pulling out a dagger and in one fluid move whipped it towards my head.

I jerked back, barely avoiding the blade as it flew towards me. It impacted the corner of the wall causing the paint to hiss and bubble.

'Holy shit, that was close,' I thought, recognizing the bubbling hissing sound as acid. The man must have some ability that allows him to coat his weapons in acid. I would need to stay clear of his blades. I backed up into the living room some more.

As soon as the men entered the opening to my living room I used Flurry and Blink Step to cover the ten feet before they could react. I don't know if these men thought I was a mage or something, but I could tell they weren't expecting my charge into melee.

Using those spells left me with only 25 mana remaining and unfortunately, I hadn't had time to cast Impact. It didn't matter though. The second guy had come around first. He must have been a decently skilled fighter because his shock wore off quickly. He managed to get his short sword up to block the first blow, but my rapid attacks overwhelmed his defense as I hit him five times.

His arm lay dangling at his side a bruised mushy mess of broken bones. He had used it to block the strikes aimed at his face when he realized he wasn't quick enough to parry the blows with his weapon. While this was happening the other man took this opportunity to try and gut me from behind his friend. Only my armor, which I had worn to bed saved me from the brunt of his attack. I stepped out of reach of the second man, snapping my staff around to catch the injured man in the groin. He let out a squeal of pain and dropped to the floor, his blade bouncing away.

"Get up, you fool," the man who stabbed me said, growling as he kicked his buddy in the back.

"That's cold, man, at least let the man cradle his junk, what little there is left of it," I said in a consolatory tone.

The man threw another dagger at me and this time I wasn't quick enough to get out of the way as it pierced my leg. The sensation of melting flesh is something I wish I could forget. I stumbled back as the pain shot up my body, the system doing it's damndest to mute the pain with my skills. I gritted my teeth and hobbled back another step.

"You aren't going anywhere," the dagger-throwing man said, stepping over his prone friend, who was blocking the doorway, or at least that's what he tried to do.

My banter hadn't been only to piss these men off, it had been to slow them enough for my mana to recover. I had just enough to cast Earth Fist on the prone man causing him to rise in the air tripping the other.

As the dagger man lost his footing, I moved in knocking him over the skull with a hard overhand blow. My leg was barely able to keep me upright. His body went limp and he dropped his sword. A few more blows finished him off. The other man, who I had sucker-punched in the groin had bled out from where the Earth Fist pierced his gut. The weight of the other man collapsing on top of him having pushed it through his skin.

I stepped around the corpses and made my way to the bedroom that seemed too quiet, casting Rejuvenate. I knew the other men had gone that direction and feared the worst.

"Fiona?" I whispered while remaining far enough back from the door to attack anything that came out.

"Paul, that you?" I heard her call back, she peaked out from the doorway and when she saw me she smiled.

I was more relieved than I thought to know she was ok.

"Well, that was intense, so-" I lost my train of thought, the white-hot pain erupting from my chest scrambling my mind. The look of horror on Fiona's face told me all I needed to know. The Assassin had made his move.

The blades withdrew from my chest and heart as I fell to the ground, a massive bleeding effect in my status bar from the attack. I was losing health fast and I had a 5-second silence effect on me so healing was out of the question. Unfortunately, I hadn't rolled high enough on my luck check and my indomitable title failed to activate.

You have died

Death was weird, everything slowed to a crawl and became much more clear at the same time. It also felt like an eternity even though less than a second went by before I got another message.

Second Chance has activated

Indomitable has activated removing the bleed debuff

Well, it certainly was good the title effect activated this time or I would have just bled out again, my previous healing having ended. The Assassin was fighting Fiona just feet from me and I had a choice to make. I only had enough mana for one spell, either heal myself or use my surprise resurrection to stun the man. As the silence debuff ended I chose.

Whipping my staff up vertically I released a Stunning Gust at our foe. The Assassin must have sensed something as he jumped to the side avoiding the attack, what he didn't count on was Fiona redirecting the attack back at him. The man slumped to the floor and Fiona finished him off with a slice to his carotid artery and a jab through his heart for good measure.

"Dying sucks," I said, falling back against the wall. I pulled out one of my health injectors and stuck it into my arm. Tossing that aside I pulled out a mana one, doing the same. This was no time to be stingy; we needed to leave in case there were more enemies.

We looted the bodies finding a tidy sum of credits over 3000 in total. We took the armor, weapons, and another storage ring that the Assassin had.

As we left the house Fiona took point looking out the back door. When she gave the clear signal I motioned her to follow me. I circled the block with Fiona in tow and we ended up across the street from my house.

"Why are we back here?" she hissed quietly, obviously not liking this plan.

"They will never think to look for us this close to my house. It will fool them enough for tonight, then we can move on to another location in the morning." I said softly.

It also helped that I had a key and knew that my neighbors had been overseas when the system came online. Fat chance they would be back, even if they survived. I opened the back door motioning her inside so she could check for enemies. It was clear. I closed and locked the door, making my way to the second floor to watch my house.

A few hours went by and dawn was just starting to break the horizon when I saw three more people creeping through my backyard. I spotted another two watching the front of my house from down the street. All three that entered left a few minutes later and the five started searching for tracks.

They easily enough found the tracks we left in the grass and headed off towards the way we fled. Of course, they wouldn't find us since we doubled back on the sidewalk. It had been a risky play walking on the open sidewalk, but it paid off as we left no tracks for them to follow.

We waited inside until we saw a guard patrol coming down the street. We stopped them, letting them know we saw suspicious activity in the house across the street. A few soldiers went to check it out. They questioned us about the bodies and I told them we heard noises in the night.  Then saw a group of five men leave the house and head off towards the northeast around dawn. I mean it was technically true and that's the best kind of truth.

The soldiers let us go and told us to be safe, although, I suspected that they thought we had something to do with the murders. The fact that one of the dead men still bore his black armband meant they were not inclined to pursue the matter too deeply. There was even a silver lining about the whole ordeal; the fight had brought me up to nearly level ten. The men must have all been higher level than me but not higher than Fiona as I still had my negative title.

Fiona interrupted my thoughts, "You should have all the money we found."

"What? No, you earned half saving us from that Assassin, we can split it 50/50."

"You may need it though, for your trainer and I would like to keep the storage ring if you would allow me?"

I thought this over; while the ring was quite a bit bigger with 5 cubic feet of storage space she really did earn it.

"Fine, but from now on we split all credits evenly, and all gear, deal?"

"It's a deal," she said, smiling.

It was good that she wasn't so glum all the time, she had a nice smile.

"So, where to now?"

"Well, might as well head to the bazaar. I assume they are open twenty-four seven?"

"Twenty-four what?" she asked, confused.

I chuckled, "It just means they never close, we have 24 hour days and seven days in a week."

She just nodded looking at me skeptically, like I had made it up.

"I honestly, don't know," she said in reply, "I have heard certain Bazaars are open all the time, others close, for whatever reason."

"Wait? There are other Bazaars?"

"Obviously, there are hundreds of thousands of worlds connected to the System, not all of them trade through the same Bazaar. It's one of the reasons my Kingdom has to pay to bring someone over."

I simply shrugged and started off towards the Bazaar and downtown.

            

    
        Chapter 24: Training montage

    
    
    
    
                We entered the area around the Bazaar as incognito as possible. My staff and armor were stored in my ring and I had put on a change of clothes. Man, it felt nice to wear clean clothes after so many days.

Fiona had argued with me about storing her armor but eventually, I won out, saying that there were enough guards downtown to prevent any shenanigans by the Black Dragon members. She also had a change of clothes, thanks to my neighbor's wife being of a similar build. The clothes were a little loose on Fiona though.

There were really only two people we needed to avoid and they were easy enough to spot. Looking around I didn't see the mage or her cohort so we hurried into the entrance tunnel, being whisked into whatever space the Bazaar occupied. I had asked Fiona about it after our first visit but she didn't know much about how the building worked.

"I'm going to see about getting us some mounts with the coin from selling off our spoils from last night. You should pick up some passive skills for yourself. Mainly riding and mounted combat. While not as good as active skills it will at least let you attack while on your mount without falling off. Meet me back here in six hours and we can leave together."

"Yes, mam," I said giving her a slight bow and a jaunty salute. Wait, since when did she start taking charge again? Oh well, it freed me from trying to figure out what constituted a good mount other than the basic horse.

The first thing I did was hit up Victoria's shop for the skills, I chuckled again just thinking of the name.

I was still kind of miffed at the little pixie for not explaining the drawbacks to the skills I purchased but she did seem to sell some stellar skills. I needed the two riding skills as well as an upgrade to Identify so I could use it on items.

I arrived without fanfare asking the pixie if she had the skills I was looking for. I think that made her even angrier than my laughing at her store name the previous day. Eventually, she calmed down enough to say she did indeed have the skills. All three were relatively cheap as they were common skills costing me 375 credits for the bundle.

My next goal was to find a trainer. Turns out there were quite a few trainers, although I didn't find any that impressed me overly much until I ran across an old man standing on a carpet in front of a weather-beaten tent.

The old man must have been pushing ninety he was so weathered. When I watched him practice in his stall I could see the fluid grace of his movements, slow and methodical. Not at all like the flashy and over the top movements, the rest of the trainers were using to pull in respective clients. I walked up to his booth.

"Greetings," I said, waving to the man who kept his staff moving almost without thought.

"Greetings, young fellow. Are you lost?" he said with a warm smile.

I laughed, "No, I was wondering if you could train me in the art of staff combat? Oh, by the way, I'm Paul and what can I call you?"

"Everyone simply calls me Old Man Trumbo," the man said before pondering my other question.

"Hmm," The wizened old man said, putting one hand on his chin. His staff continuing its slow spin around his neck effortlessly. With the tiniest of flicks the staff struck out stopping an inch from my nose causing my heart to skip a beat, "And why should I teach you my techniques?"

"Enlightenment of the youth?" I said, trying to be funny.

I didn't even see him pull the staff back, it was now spinning lazily in one arm, "Humor is good, it helps one cope with the horrors of life," he said the staff coming to rest on the ground with a soft thump. I swear that soft thump radiated through my entire being. I was itching to use identify on this man, but I heeded Fiona's warning from the day before.

"Very well, you made an old man smile, so I will teach you for one day. If you show promise, perhaps I may teach you again in the future. The cost of training will be 1000 credits."

I was going to haggle with the man for more time or a discount but something told me if I did, this chance to train with him would be lost. So what if it was three times the cost of the other trainers. I agreed following the man into his tent that contained a small training room.

The man placed his staff tip down on the floor and walked to the back of the room. The staff stayed upright, perfectly balanced on its metal end, "I cannot teach you my technique, exactly. As it has to do with the flow of air and water and I sense that your abilities lay in earth and air."

I must have let my feelings show as Old Man Trumbo replied.

"Fret not young man, I can teach you a suitable technique," Trumbo said, alleviating the sudden worry that I had wasted a large chunk of money.

He proceeded to take off his shirt, leaving him in only a pair of loose ankle-length pants and sandals. The dude was all corded muscles, the only wrinkles he sported were on his weather-beaten face.

"You may keep your shirt on if you wish but it may be easier your first time with it off."

"That's what she said," I spit out before realizing it.

The old man stopped, seemed to ponder what I said, then laughed a deep belly laugh that I didn't think a man of his age could have conjured forth.

Once the man finished laughing he asked me, "Your weapon, may I see it?"

I had no reason to deny the man and pulled the staff from my ring handing it over to him. The man deftly twirled the staff managing to stop it on a dime and switch direction.  He then used it to vault into the air doing a corkscrew flip, slamming the end of the staff down on the hard mat. I could hear the staff vibrating from the impact but the man held on and used the added momentum to go into another series of moves. After a few minutes of this, he handed me back the staff. His staff still upright in the center of the room as if unfazed by all the gymnastics happening around it.

"It is an acceptable staff for this training but I suggest you purchase a war staff you will find it to be much more compatible with the style I am about to show you."

I followed along as Trumbo showed me stances.  How to set my feet, how to move with my strikes, constantly pushing my opponent, or retreating safely. Then he showed me how to strike out and angle my staff for the greatest effect.

I practiced the moves for a few hours before he told me it was time to test my skills, to see if I learned anything. I fought like a mad man using all the moves and footwork he taught me. He easily blocked or sidestepped each attack with very little effort, pointing out mistakes and asking me to try again. After another hour of this, he called a halt.

"You have improved much in such a short time. Keep practicing those simple moves and the more advanced moves will come much easier when you unlock the intermediate skill at level ten. Just remember there is no substitute for experience and training. The system may impart the knowledge of a move but it won't tell you how best to employ it in a fight. Find me again when you reach level twenty and we shall see if I can impart more, now be off with you."

I did feel like my ability to handle the weapon had improved and I bowed and thanked the man for his time before heading off to find Horace. After activating the token he had provided for me it was a simple matter to find his stalls new location.

"Ah, hello again friend," Horace said with a smile as I approached his booth, "Here to buy today or to pick my brain some more?" he said ribbing me.

"My heart couldn't take the thought of you going hungry for lack of making a sale, so I just had to return."

Horace let out a rumbling laugh. "What'll it be today then? Staffs I think I recall you asking about."

"Um yes, specifically war staffs?"

"A rare weapon those are, I do have a few though, have a look."

'Everything is rare when you're trying to make a sale,' I thought wryly.

After he filtered out his wares a screen popped up showing me four options and a description of each. It even came with a nifty description of what a war staff was.

War staffs are a standard length staff with one short-bladed end and one blunt end and are balanced towards the center

Iron war staff: This staff is banded in iron along its entire length

Quality: Average

Damage: 15-35 bludgeoning/slashing x2 critical damage

300 Credits

Ok, the first option was meh, the only thing it had going for it was that it was cheap. I looked at the next one.

Viridian war staff: Made from lightweight viridian, faster and more flexible.

Quality: Good

Damage: 10-20 bludgeoning / 18-38 slashing x2 critical damage

1800 Credits

The second one seemed awfully expensive for what it could do and I doubt the viridian was the same material as the viridian on Earth. Fast was nice and all but that seemed like something a spear user would prefer; didn't seem like a good fit. On to the next.

Tungsten war staff: Capped on either end by tungsten shells, the blade is made from high-quality steel with a pole made from Eldar wood.

Quality: High

Damage: 18-40 bludgeoning/slashing x2.5 critical damage

2100 Credits

Now this seemed like a nice upgrade, it was pricy though, "Hey Horace, what's Eldar wood?"

"Eldar wood is strong as steel but lighter and more flexible. It is commonly used in high-end spears and other long-handled weapons."

Then there was the last item.

Collapsing war staff of Frost: This staff is capped on either end by frost-steel with the blade made from the same material. The weapon is enchanted with the collapse function allowing the pole to shrink down to 2 feet in length turning the staff into an improvised mace. Uses 5 mana for conversion.

Quality: Exquisite

Damage as Staff: 15-30 bludgeoning/slashing 15 frost damage x2.5 critical damage

Damage as Mace: 10-20 bludgeoning/slashing 15 frost damage x2 critical damage

4000 credits

Now, I could definitely see the advantages of having a staff that shrank down to a mace for fighting in tight quarters. However, even with the magical enchantment, I didn't think it was worth the price. I also wondered if I could duplicate the enchantment with my runes, something to think about.

At the end of the day, it came down to credits so I purchased the Tungsten war staff giving it a quick test. It felt great. I decided to keep my old staff for testing purposes.

Horace was nice enough to point me in the direction of a merchant that sold healing and mana items so I made my way over there next. I picked up 3 more of each injector style mana and health potions. They cost a bit more but were far easier to use during frantic combat. That brought my credits down to 575.

After that, I decided to pick up some crafting supplies: uncut leather, leather string, rivets, and other odds and ends spending another 300. Last I purchased a week's worth of trail rations for 25 credits. Looking at my remaining funds I decided my spending spree was over and I headed towards the exit to wait for Fiona.

I didn't have to wait long, and she wasn't hard to spot holding the reins of two lizard-like mounts. They looked like miniature T-rex, with wide squarish jaws and powerful hind legs. Their front legs were a bit longer than what I had seen on T-rex's and it appeared they could rest on all fours if they choose to. They looked to be covered in a mottled fur at first but as Fiona got closer I realized it was feathers. Each beast sported a saddle and the beasts didn't appear to be as wide as a horse, so perhaps riding them for a long time wouldn't leave me bow legged.

Fiona handed me the reins of one and I kept my distance from its massive jaws and two-inch-long teeth.

"Um...," was all I could say.

"These are ravor beasts, while not as fast as a horse at full gallop, they have more stamina for long-distance travel at a faster pace. These are also trained combat mounts so that should help keep both of you safe. They have another nice quirk, they can be blood bonded to a rider. Just know that if you do blood bond with her, that you can never sell her."

"Why would I ever sell her, it's every boy's dream to have a dinosaur of his very own," I said all wide-eyed and innocent.

Fiona just rolled her eyes at me, "To blood bond you only need to put a drop of your blood in their mouth."

I was about to reach my hand up to its mouth and just cut my hand on its teeth but Fiona grabbed my arm to stop me.

"Best to place the blood on a bit of food and toss it to her, they tend to bite un-blooded people and you would be lucky to only lose your arm."

Well, that explained the blinders over the creature's eyes. I took out a piece of dried meat and put a few drops of blood on it. I could see the beast's nostrils flare at the smell of blood and it turned its head towards me. I tossed the meal into the air and she snatched it up lightning quick.

You are now blood bonded with this ravor beast would you like to name her?

Oh, I definitely wanted to name her, but what to choose? Oh, I know Belladonna or Bella for short. I entered the name.

"What did you name yours?"

"Oh, I named mine Yonel, It's the name of a mythical mount from my world, almost forgot, I also got these," Fiona said, handing me an odd-looking box hanging from a leather strap. It looked like the old animal cracker boxes shaped like a circus wagon. I assumed the leather strap was for hanging it from your belt or pack.

"Ok, what is it?"

"Portable stable, similar magic to a storage ring but meant for living beings. It can store one mount with food and water for a week."

"Neat, pocket monster," I said with a chuckle.

Fiona just stared at me vacantly, not getting the joke. I sighed, 'so much good material going to waste.' She showed me how to fill the device and lead Bella into the box. It was pretty easy, just had to touch the reins to the box and poof. The device even removed the saddle and tack until I recalled her again.

"All of this must-have cost a fortune, how did you afford it all?"

"It did cost quite a bit, but turns out those Assassin's blades were magical. If only slightly and they practically paid for everything. Oh by the way here is your half of the remaining credits," she replied, flicking the credits to my wallet.

I was surprised to see that my half came to 600 credits, so that means she had 1200 left after purchasing all of this. Anything magical really did sell for a premium it seemed. That was good to know for the future.

"So what are you going to do now?"

I had pondered this question for a few days, wondering what I would do after I finished my missions for the Commander and Frathsar. I knew one thing, I needed to level, and I wanted to work on my crafting and rune knowledge. There were enough people left in this town that if I got good at crafting, I could earn a decent living. Especially with the Bazaar being here.

"Not, sure, perhaps we can find someone who knows of a dungeon in the area we can clear. I need to increase my level some more. Or I could speak to the town representative to see if they have any work I could do."

"Seems like a solid plan for you, but what am I supposed to do?"

She had me there, I was still thinking of myself as a solo act, and with her bond, I doubt that was the case anymore.

"Well, I figured you would tag along, or you could wait here for your envoy to arrive?"

"I can just imagine the trouble you would get yourself into without me to back you up. So, No, I won't be sitting around waiting, I will come with you."

I shrugged, she would be leaving in a week anyway, as she had to fulfill her oath with the Royal Guard.

"Gertrude might know where we can start our search," Fiona added.

I shuddered at the mention of the Matron but knew Fiona was right, it seemed like the old crone had her finger on the pulse of the community, what little she had left anyway. So we made our way on foot to the market, it was much too crowded in the town to ride the mounts, especially since I wasn't that confident in my riding skill, despite having the actual skill now.

While looking around I noticed something I had missed the previous day. The small crowds of people moving about seemed to be composed of many different species, less than half being humans. Now, I had noticed a bunch of different species the day before but hadn't realized the extent of the change.

It was also easy to tell Earth humans even non-human Earther's apart from otherworld humans. The Earth humans seemed to keep to themselves and eyed most of the other species with open hostility. On the other hand, the non-human and otherworld pedestrians didn't seem to care as long as the hostile humans kept to themselves.

I just shook my head, even after everything people still fell into old habits of fearing what was different. Most of the humans that showed open hostility, were likely to die off or join a human only faction like the Black Dragon. At least I assumed the Black Dragon was human only, I hadn't seen a single non-human in their ranks. If you can't adapt to a changing world it will leave you behind, that was true in the old world and is even truer in this new world.

            

    
        Chapter 25: The Matron's task

    
    
    
    
                We located the Matron easily enough; well Fiona did. I was more curious about the market since I didn't look it over the previous day. The woman was in the same spot we found her yesterday.

"What do you two want? Did you get lost and need help finding your mommy?" the irritable old woman said.

Of course, the old lady focused all her vitriol at me and I smartly kept my mouth shut, letting Fiona answer.

"Greetings Matron Gertrude, we were wondering if you could point us to either the town leader or someone who might know of any local dungeons."

"I might be able to do that, what's in it for me, hmmm?"

"We can certainly pay for the information."

"Bah, I have little use for credits. I did hear an interesting story; stop me if you've heard it. About five dead men in a house to the east and one of them happened to be a Black Dragon member," she said, whispering the last part, "See the thing is they are a weed that needs to be plucked if you follow. Pluck five weeds from my garden and I'll get you your information."

Now I had no qualms about knocking off five more Black Dragons, but this seemed like a big risk just to get information.

"I even have a location you can find the five, you two should be more than enough to deal with the problem."

Fiona and I discussed the proposition quickly before agreeing to the task.

"Good, take this and leave it in the building when you are done," she said, handing me a playing card with a queen on it.

All this cloak and dagger nonsense made my head hurt, so I let Fiona get the map information, and off we went to slay some dragons.

The building turned out to be a small warehouse with a large garage door that was closed, with a single entry door off to the side. What really surprised me was the fact there were no guards, my guess was they were trying to keep a low profile. It probably meant they were up to no good. I had an idea of how to easily deal with the men inside and shared it with Fiona.

"That's suicidal, and with your spell, I won't be able to get in there to help you before some recover."

I winked at the woman, "Trust me you haven't seen all my tricks yet."

She groaned in response replying, "Fine."

I activated all my buffs and waited for my mana to refill. Pulling my new war staff from my inventory I gave it an easy twirl testing the balance. It was perfect, I smiled evilly.

"Time to rock and roll."

I started for the door at a walk, then a jog, and then I burst into a run. Just as I would have hit the door I cast Area of Denial. The door slammed open with a resounding boom as my spell took effect forcing the flimsy metal out of the way, the metal wall around the door tearing away as well from my spell. The startled looks of nine Black Dragon members awaited me inside the room.

"God dammit!" I said, quickly surveying the room. Nothing is ever easy.

Their shock wore off quickly but I was faster, casting Seismic Strike, the room was small enough that the skill's effects covered everyone inside. I rushed towards the closest person that was staggered by my spell, which happened to be a woman carrying a huge two-handed sword. My staff's bladed end blurred out slicing across her neck. She had been unable to dodge or parry my blow as she was using her sword as a crutch to stay upright. Blood spurted from her jugular, but I was already moving onto the next man as they were beginning to recover from the stagger effects of my spell.

The next man tried to raise a crossbow towards me but I hit him with Earth Fist, causing him to fire off the weapon prematurely, the bolt ricocheting off the ground and through the thin metal wall.

'I hope Fiona avoided the wildly fired projectile,' I thought, running full force into the archer. The blunt end of my staff coming around from my first swing, cracking him across the ribs, as he bounced away from the impact against my shield. There was a loud grunt and the man went down to the ground, his breath being knocked from his lungs as my Impact skill activated.

I took this opportunity to hit him with a Stunning Gust for good measure. It didn't stun him but it was enough to take him out of the fight.

Looking at my flagging mana pool, I decided to pop one of my mana injectors and cast Flurry running at the next man. I ignored his slashing attack, the edge of his blade glowing red. When the attack bounced off my shell it left him open for a full barrage from Flurry. His corpse flopped to the ground, looking like ground meat from the bladed end of my war staff. I looked up and saw four men running towards me. I held out my staff horizontally and cast Blink Step draining the last of my mana.

"Choo choo!" I said, slamming into the group of four at high speed. The one I hit head-on was turned into a pulpy mess as my Area of Denial absorbed the impact. I broke the arm of another, and a third took a belly slash. The fourth one had enough dexterity to dodge my charge.

I continued my forward run until I was near the opposite wall from the entrance. I still had ten seconds left on my skill and I used the time to clear my head from the mana withdrawal headache and the use of Blink Step. The remaining members started approaching me, smiles on their faces, realizing I had blown my wad and would soon fall.

That was if I didn't have backup. Fiona chose that time to come in from behind them and easily killed the large sword-wielding woman, who had yet to die from her neck wound. A few of the enemies started to turn towards her and I popped another mana booster. The rest of the fight was a bloody blur of slashing and bashing.

As the last two tried to flee Fiona cut them off with an ability I called Shackle. I used the sharp end of my staff to finish them off before her spell effect ended. Even though the fight had been chaotic and fast-paced I had found time to use Identify. The enemy varied in levels between 8 and 10. If it wasn't for my ability to heal and the initial charge into the building we probably would have died.

You have reached level 10, modifiers increased by 1, 2 free skill slots available

5 free attribute points available

At first, I was put off not seeing the upgrade for my staff skill, but then I remembered that I filtered my passive skills. A quick check of my full skill list showed it at the bottom.

I put two of the stat points in intelligence, one in agility, and two in perception to try and reduce the effects of Blink Step.

We quickly looted the bodies getting a bunch of weapons and armor. No storage items or magical gear, unfortunately. It seemed that this lot was rather poor as we only collected 300 credits from the nine of them. I found one downside to the war staff; blood and lots of it covered me. While I tried to wipe off as much as I could Fiona took a look outside.

"It's clear we should go before someone comes looking to see what the noise was about."

"Coming, oh wait almost forgot," I said, stopping to pull the card Gertrude had given us from my storage. I set it down on one of the corpses and followed Fiona outside.

We made our way quickly to another empty building, we located earlier to change out of our blood-soaked clothes.

"Going to have to get these washed," I grumbled in disgust. It was almost like this new world hated people being clean. Without thinking I turned around getting an eyeful of Fiona, naked from the waist up. I was so surprised I didn't look away immediately. When my brain finally kicked back in I averted my gaze. 'She must not have seen me looking,' I thought hearing no rebuke from the austere woman, not knowing why she just didn't change in the other room.

Not that she had anything to be ashamed about. She was fit, with just a hint of muscle showing in her lithe physique. And she had ample enough assets up top, without being burdensome, at least they looked that way from the side. 'Oh god my face is bright red, wasn't it?' Sure as hell felt like it was.

"You ready to go?" Fiona said a few minutes later now sporting a sundress.

My face had finally returned to normal after I got a bit of fresh air, gotta say, she looked good in a sundress.

"One minute, I leveled up and need to pick my skills."

She just nodded.

I looked at my available skill options.

Elemental Defense: Boosts elemental resistance by 20% for 30min for an ally within 20m, Cost 75 mana, cooldown 15min

Godly Might: Increases your strength by 100% for 30sec, Cost 100 mana, cooldown 1day

Eye of the Storm: 'Staff Only' You spin your staff causing howling winds to surround you in a 10m area dealing 15 damage per second, Cost 50 mana to activate, 25 mana to maintain spell past the first second, cooldown 1hour

The system sure did want me to take elemental attacks and defense but I had yet to run into anything magical that dealt elemental damage other than that one staff I looked at or that mage.

 No, I was skipping that spell for now and taking Godly Might, and Eye of the Storm despite the long cooldown that Godly Might had. With Multicast it wasn't a big deal if I needed to double down on the spell in a short time. Thinking about that I decided to see what my stats were at now.

Strength: 12(+2) modifier x11

Endurance: 16 modifier x29

Agility: 15(+2) modifier x11

Perception: 15 modifier x11

Intelligence: 19 modifier x29

Wisdom: 14 modifier x11

Charisma: 11 modifier x11

Luck: 14 modifier x11

HP: 464(510)

Mana: 551

Mana Regen(M): 154

I was glad to finally have my mana above 500. That last battle had shown me just how fast I could burn through my mana pool, and I didn't even use multicast. I made a mental note to get even more mana restoration items. Maybe even an improved one that restored more than the 100 that my original ones did.

After changing we made our way back to the Matron for our reward. 'It better be worth it,' I silently grumbled.

"Back so soon, were the weeds too much for you?" the decrepit old hag said, poking at my soul with each barbed word.

Each time I spoke with this woman, I liked her a little less. So, I made one little faux pas, is she never going to forgive me.

"We finished weeding, but there were more weeds than you said there should have been. It almost cost us dearly." Fiona said, even her tone was starting to be less enthusiastic with the old woman.

"Hmm, well all the better, my garden will be free from weeds longer. As promised," she said, handing Fiona a rolled-up paper, "Go talk to Sergeant Cunningham at the army headquarters, if you could call that building a headquarters. Now be off with you, I have other pressing matters to attend to."

Fiona bid her a good day and we quickly left the crotchety old hag behind. We found a place to sit, away from the crowds to go over the map. It was rough with an estimated distance and general direction for two dungeons. One was level 9 and the other was level 14, there was no other information on them.

"She fleeced us," I said in indignation, ready to get back up and give that old prude a piece of my mind, but Fiona held me back.

"Please sit down and stop making a scene. We got more than she promised us. Remember we only asked if she knew someone who knew about dungeons. Instead, we got locations, even if they aren't exact. So do you want to go meet with this Sergeant or go monster hunting first?"

"First, I need to resupply, that fight drained my resources. Then let's go talk to the Sergeant since we're in town."

It didn't take me long to find a local vendor that sold improved mana potions. They were even cheaper than the Bazaar ones since they came from locally sourced ingredients. Apparently, the local flora had mutated as well and one enterprising alchemist managed to come up with a workable potion. I hadn't even noticed the change in plants. To be fair I wasn't much of an outdoorsman prior. I only knew a few basic trees and plants, mostly ones to stay away from.

I purchased six of the improved potions for 50 each and the three mana injectors she had for another 85. The improved mana potions could restore 175 mana vs. the 100 of the injector. They weren't ideal for most combat situations but I think I could make them work.

            

    
        Chapter 26: Draft dodger

    
    
    
    
                It didn't take Fiona and me long to find the Army Headquarters. I think it was all the soldiers outside that kind of gave it away, No, maybe it was the massive dirt-filled sandbag walls; if you could call massive cubes of material filled with dirt sandbags. I assumed they used dirt instead of sand since it was easier to come by. I was honestly impressed, how had they managed to move all these massive walls into place and fill them. Turns out that was an easily answered question, the heavy equipment moving around behind the wall kind of gave it away. Looks like they had more mana engines for those as well.

As we approached the gate guards stopped and searched us. Not exactly sure what they were searching for as everything was inside my inventory and it wasn't like they could access it. After a quick pat-down, they waved us through. I just shook my head in displeasure as they went back to watching the gate. I couldn't believe their lax attitude.

We approached one of the few buildings within the walls, a single-story home. You could tell there had been more homes at one time, cleared foundations marking their recent location. I imagined they used some of the material to help fill the walls. I approached the door and gave it a few solid knocks.

"Come in," a muffled voice said from inside.

Opening the door we stepped into the house turned office. At least a dozen soldiers were milling about inside. It looked like they were sorting and filing paperwork. I assumed the one at the small desk, facing the door, was who we needed to talk to first.

"Were here to speak with Sergeant Cunningham, Gertrude said he might have some work for us," I stated plainly, dropping the old crone's name, to hopefully put some weight behind my request.

"Please have a seat, he will be with you shortly." The man behind the desk said in a nasal tone.

I'll be honest, none of the people in this room looked much like soldiers. I figured most if not all of them were reservists. For shits and giggles, I used Identify on everyone in the room. I was flabbergasted by what I saw. Not a single one of these people was above level 5, and that leveling had probably all happened in the first few days. If this was what our defenders were working with, this town was probably worse off than I thought. Putting aside my worries I sat down, and waited, and waited.

I was getting antsy and angrier as time went by. No other people came in, yet the Sergeant made us wait 45 minutes. I felt like I was at a Doctor's appointment, having to wait so long. And was about to say screw it and leave, when Mr. Pencil pusher at the desk said we could go in to see him now. Through all this Fiona was unfazed. I envied her calm demeanor but perhaps she was more used to the military bureaucracy.

Walking down the hall, we entered the only door that wasn't a bedroom or a bathroom in the small house. After everything I had seen so far, what greeted us wasn't much of a surprise. Sergeant Cunningham was an overweight, balding, mid-fifty-year-old man. First I thought he must have slept through System activation, missing the opportunity to change his physical characteristics. I honestly couldn't think of another reason. Why keep the extra weight or the lack of hair. Certainly, he could have tweaked his body in the system to get rid of those features. I pushed those thoughts down, perhaps I should give him the benefit of the doubt, maybe he was busy trying to help people at the time and couldn't be bothered with physical appearance.

He didn't come off as your typical army Seargeant, I had worked with a few in my time as a programmer. My guess was he was a reservist like the rest and just happened to be the highest-ranking soldier in this area or that survived the initial fighting.

He had the generic class of Fighter and was only level 4, lending more credence to the fact that he had been auto-assigned a class and stats. I wasn't sure how all that worked since I had finished my build. With his lower level it was likely others did all the fighting for him. It made sense to keep the command structure intact. It was easy to tell the man had been out of service for at least a few years, his shirt barely fit and it looks like someone had let out the seams to even make that happen. I sighed internally, he wasn't the type of person I would normally associate with but he was keeping the town at least somewhat secure, so I had to give him credit for that.

The shirt reminded me of my patience and sanity at this point, stretched to its limit. I looked over to Fiona, trying to gauge her reaction, only to see a stony face. 'Curse her,' I thought, making a mental note never to play poker with that woman. We took the two chairs in the cramped office, not bothering to wait for permission to sit.

"So, my assistant says you are here to offer your services? You do know we are in a state of war? Granting me the power to place this area under martial law. If you are a citizen you must join the ranks and help defend your country."

I'll be the first to admit to not understanding every law known to man, especially military law, but this sounded like a load of horse shit to me.

"Look, Sergeant, we just came here to see if there were some odd jobs we could help with, not to be drafted into service. I may be local, but my friend here is not."

"I have the authority to draft you by presidential order," Cunningham said, a vein pulsing in his forehead.

I guessed the man had gotten used to people following his commands without a second thought or any backtalk.

"You could certainly try, but I've seen what levels you have to work with and I would estimate my odds at better than 50/50," I said, a bit of anger in my voice. As if the government still held any power.

Fiona just raised her eyebrow a touch at my exaggeration. Of course, she was right, even if I did have to flee from these people, for whatever reason, it wasn't like I was going to slaughter the lot of them. They were just trying to do what they were trained to do. It just irked me, it seemed like every idiot with an ounce of power now though they were king.

"Fine, fine, whatever," Cunningham said, trying to calm my anger, "We won't force anyone into serving, it's bad enough we get daily complaints about the Black Dragon and their slaves. There are only so many times you can tell people you can't do anything about them because of our non-aggression agreement."

I could understand his frustration, he was playing a dangerous game and I decided to tell him so.

"You know that won't last forever? Once they have the forces in place they will attack. The Bazaar makes this town too tempting a target for them to do otherwise. Even if it's only to remove a future threat. I know for a fact they are gathering their members before moving to Chicago. I can't imagine them leaving this city in anyone else's hands when they leave, not with the Bazaar here."

"Well, that is a problem for later," Cunningham said, bristling at my tone, "Right now if you truly wish to help we need trade materials, I can't afford to send out soldiers that could be put to better use protecting citizens."

"Ok, but this isn't a charity case, what's in it for us?" I said, pointing to Fiona and myself.

The Sergeant must have been expecting this answer as he didn't miss a beat, "We can offer you access to the armory, or any crafted items, for cost."

"What's in the armory?" I asked.

"Mostly military issue gear and the items we stripped from the dead during the initial days of fighting."

I had to think about this for a bit. I doubted they had anything I would want, still, I wanted to help out the community since I intended to live here.

"Fine, we will agree to help, but we are going to need a storage item if we are to transport any significant amount of loot," I said, hoping we could get another storage item and not have to use my inventory.

"Hmm, I will ask my assistant to see if we have anything that may work. Give him a few minutes," Sergeant Cunningham said, calling for someone in the hallway.

We heard him relay his instructions to the other soldier and they raced off to go fulfill the orders. While we waited the Sergeant asked us where we came from if we had information on the area and whatnot.

I filled the man in on my story of traveling from the north, the Barracks town, my fight with the Black Dragon mage, and my trip south. I left some stuff out, like Fiona's betrayal and my time in the dungeons.

Mostly I told him about the enemy encampment to his north, which he wanted to know more about. I told him everything I knew and his frown just seemed to deepen. I just finished my retelling, when there was a knock on the door.

"Come in," the Sergeant said.

A soldier entered carrying a small bag that he handed to the sergeant.

"This was all we had in the supply room, it was overlooked because we thought it was a standard bag at first," the soldier said chagrined.

"Thank you Private, you're dismissed," Cunningham said, waving the soldier away, "Will this work?" he said, handing the bag to me.

I took the offered bag and inspected it, hoping for something amazing. My dreams of a massive bag of holding were dashed; it was a standard 3 cubic foot storage item, like my ring. It was acceptable enough for my purposes.

"Yes, this will work," I replied.

"Good, now before you go running off with the bag, you're going to have to form an agreement with me. To procure crafting supplies and materials in exchange for access to our armory and supplies."

"Um, isn't that what we just talked about?"

"Please accept the terms of the agreement."

"Fine, I accept the terms of the agreement that Sergeant Cunningham has stated," as soon as I finished saying that, I got a popup window.

You have entered into a contract voluntarily, if you fail to uphold the terms of the contract you will be subject to a wanted status that will appear for anyone who reports to Sergeant Cunningham as well as be subject to double damage from anyone in his chain of command

'A bit harsh,' I thought, but I wasn't too concerned. Not like I planned to take the bag and make a run for it. I planned to make this area my home, even after the apocalypse. Plus I needed to wait around for Frathsar if I wanted the reward he offered me.

Even though Cunningham and I got off on the wrong foot I still shook the man's hand, when I stood to leave. Fiona mimicked a salute, not quite used to our style but it must have been close enough as Cunningham returned it. It was time to start making friends and allies and this was a decent start.

Once we were outside the front gate, I turned to Fiona, "Well, now that we've met the neighbors, how about we go do something fun?"

"Our definitions of fun differ wildly," she said, shaking her head.

We pulled out our mounts, getting a few surprised looks from soldiers and civilians alike as we rode off towards our first dungeon.

            

    
        Chapter 27: Of delving and loot

    
    
    
    
                We arrived quickly to the dungeon's supposed location, an area roughly ten miles outside town. We decided to avoid any monsters on the way, which thankfully there seemed to be few of, this close to town. Surprisingly, riding the ravor beast was rather easy and even with my piss poor skill at riding, we made a decent time. Eventually, I got the rhythm of riding my mount down, It was much easier than riding a horse. I just had to adjust to the more upright position the beast ran in. The best part, I didn't feel like I had been beaten up during the ride, like the one time I rode a horse as a teenager.

"Well, we're where the map said the dungeon is supposed to be, but I don't see anything," I said, slightly annoyed, "I guess we should split up and look around. You go right and I will go left. Meet back here at the stump in an hour."

"Sounds, good."

Fiona agreed with me and we rode off at a slow pace, to try and find this entrance. After half an hour of searching, I finally located it. Hidden from view at the bottom of a short drop off was a small opening, surrounded by broken blocks. I made an improvised flag to mark the location, out of a shirt and a stick I picked up from the ground. Bella kept an eagle-eyed watch while I set the flag, letting out soft clicking and mewling noises occasionally.

After I marked the top of the hill, I mounted back up on Bella and rode back towards the stump we had designated as our meeting point. It wasn't hard to find the stump, the tree that had stood there must have been immense, the base a good five feet wide.

As I waited for Fiona to return I tossed Bella some food, that she easily snatched out of the air. With three bites she was able to swallow the large chunk of meat.

I also took this time to go through the practice movements Trumbo taught me. I wasn't like I was any faster or more powerful than before. It was more like I could see an improvement in my ability to control exactly what I wanted my staff to do. My strikes felt more purposeful, more accurate, almost like the staff was an extension of my body. I only noticed this change due to my increased perception. I continued this practice until Fiona rode up.

"No chance of being unable to find this place, I could hear your grunting from a mile off," she said trying her hand at sarcasm.

I just mimed an over-exaggerated laugh while grabbing my belly, which caused the severe woman to snort in humor. We had both grown a little closer after the attack at my house. We had essentially saved each other lives now. 'Although, I was up 2 to 1,' I thought triumphantly.

"What is this I hear? Has thou icy facade finally cracked?" I replied in my best Shakespearean accent, which was honestly awful. But it got an eye roll and a slight smirk from the woman, so I considered that a success.

"Did you find the dungeon?" she asked, trying to keep the humor from her voice.

"Yup, you ready to slay some beasts?"

She nodded once, seriousness returning to her face. I mounted back up onto Bella, leading the way to the cave. At the entrance, we stored our mounts, they would do us no good inside a dungeon, despite their supposed prowess in battle. I could tell this dungeon was slightly different than the previous two already. For one, no monsters were crawling around the entrance, which seemed to have man-made stone blocks littered around it. The second was the smell of death that seemed to emanate from the entrance.

"Ugg, that smells foul," Fiona said, trying to wave away the foul air.

Of course, I had to reply, "She who smelt it dealt it."

It took her a few seconds to parse out what I said before she gave me a dirty look. I just shrugged and grinned as we entered the cave.

You have entered The Burial Mound: Level 9 dungeon. Recommended team size: 4 people of level 10 or higher, Good Luck

Well, that explained the smell, damn undead dungeon, the thought of undead gave me the chills. I had always been creeped out by undead in movies.

"You sure we can handle this ourselves?" Fiona asked after she read over the message.

"Yup, heck I could probably solo this dungeon if I wanted to, but it always helps to have backup."

She just stared at me trying to see if I was being my usual flippant self, but I had answered her honestly. Of course, I was basing this on my previous dungeon experience. With my ability to heal and new skills, I probably didn't have much to fear from this undead dungeon. I also wanted to try something that I had wondered about since level one.

As we entered the first room, a rough dirt wall lay on the entrance side slowly transforming into roughly hewn blocks of some grey stone, farther from the entrance. I could see scattered bones in the room along with a doorway on the far side. A bit of torchlight came from the hallway the door led into.

"Well this is definitely different from the last two dungeons," I said quietly to Fiona, somehow not wanting to disturb the strange atmosphere of the place.

"From what I can remember, dungeons can vary depending on monster or beast type," she replied, hand on sword ready for anything to attack.

"I mean that makes sense for the centipede dungeon, but not the goblin one."

She just snorted, "That's because they were goblins, they will live anywhere they can and breed worse than rabbits once established. They likely defeated the previous dungeon inhabitants, making them the new dungeon monsters."

That might explain the weirdness I experienced in my first dungeon, with only the final room being declared a dungeon. I was glad to have that inconsistency resolved, at least in part. A world with rules that didn't follow them would be hard to navigate.

"We should check for traps," Fiona said, breaking me from my musings.

"Traps?"

"Yes, more established dungeons like this, with structure and possibly more intelligent monsters, tend to also include traps of some sort. I don't have any dedicated skills for locating them so unless you do, it is going to be slow going."

I shook my head, letting her know I didn't have any trap detection skills. While neither of us had dedicated skills we both had a rather high perception and the first trap was pretty obvious. A thin wire strung across the doorway led up to a spiked log, hidden in the darkness of the ceiling.

"Step back, I'll trigger it with my staff."

Fiona stepped back and I pushed the string down with my staff. A soft click was followed by the log swinging down from the ceiling. Anyone standing in the narrow doorway would have been impaled. As I let up the trap began to reset so I cut the string with the other end of my staff. The log flopped back into the doorway and didn't move.

We were able to push past the deactivated trap easily enough and once past we could hear the clack of bones, coming from down the hallway. A few seconds later a skeleton holding a rusty sword shambled into the hall. I froze up for a few seconds, fears from my youth bubbling up at the sight of the creature before I came back to myself I berated myself internally. I couldn't afford indecision like this, it didn't matter what I came across. I firmed up my resolve pushing those old fears down.

"Hold up, let me try something," I said to the Sword Dancer, using Identify on the monster.

Lesser Skeleton | Soldier | Level 7

She acquiesced to my request, holding back while I cast Rejuvenate on the skeleton. I could see smoke rising from the body as my spell took effect but I didn't want to wait the 30 seconds for all the damage to tick off on the creature. Next, I tried using Healing Touch. As soon as the spell landed the skeleton seemed to glow brightly before disintegrating into a pile of dust.

"Well that was quite effective; Kind of wish I had taken the Healing Aura spell now, it would have made this dungeon a cakewalk."

"Not sure what walking on cake has to do with having an easy time clearing a dungeon but I agree," Fiona replied, toeing the pile of ash that used to be a skeleton. She backed up as more skeletons started to enter the corridor.

"All yours my lady," I said, with a bow.

She grinned and sprinted forward using her shackle spell to catch three skeletons in the doorway, preventing more from entering. It was easy to see she had never fought undead before, I mean, I guess I had never fought them before either but I had a general understanding of how to defeat them from my gamer days and so far that was proving true.

First, she tried stabbing them in the head. Specifically, through the eye sockets, that seemed to glow with a green hue.

This only managed to twist their heads and stumbled them back a bit. Next, she tried slashing the heads off. While this worked, sort of, it took multiple blows from her sword to accomplish the task. She took a few hits during this time, having to get in close to deal damage. I easily healed her of any injuries. Her next tactic was to lop the arms off at the joints. This was effective at making the skeletons easy pickings for her to hack apart. After she killed the first three, she retreated to where I stood, panting slightly.

"This... is much harder... than it looks," she said, breathing heavily.

"Yea, it's mostly because you don't have the right weapon for the situation, let me show you."

I cast Blink Step and rushed the three trapped skeletons. In a few seconds, they all lay scattered about the ground, in shattered bits of bone. I didn't even have to use any other abilities, just raw kinetic force from my strikes was enough to deal with the undead.

"That's not fair," I heard Fiona say.

I scoffed, "Says the woman who can still beat me 9 out of every 10 duels."

I continued my onslaught, clearing out the remaining six skeletons. As the dust and bones settled we looted the bodies. Turns out bone dust was a crafting material, who knew. I tossed it into the storage bag. Fiona agreed to store the weapons, although, they were quite rusty, perhaps they would have some material value.

We continued into the next room keeping an eye out for any traps. It almost wasn't enough, as I nearly stumbled into a pit trap. The only thing that saved me was a quickly cast Earth Fist, that I used to propel myself over the collapsing section of the floor. I took a bit of damage from my spell, as well as from hitting the floor and knocking the wind out of me. Ok well, a bit more damage than I thought.

I had to remember Earth Fist got a damage boost and even though I suffered reduced damage from my spells, I still took damage. I got up, brushing myself off, and used Rejuvenate to top off my health.

Then I had an epiphany, this was probably why I was offered an elemental defense spell as an option to take. So that I could fight without worrying about self-inflicted injuries as much. Then I groaned, it probably also meant my class had a lot more spells that had a chance of injuring me, farther down my progression tree.

Seeing that I was ok, Fiona kept searching the room. We didn't find any more traps in the room or anything special for that matter, so we moved on to the next hallway. This one led to a four-way intersection of moldy bricks and one flickering torch.

"Care to choose?" I asked Fiona and she shook her head, "Ok, right it is," I said, keeping with the always follow the right path philosophy of any maze. Before we left the intersection I took out a piece of chalk from my bag, part of my crafting kit, and marked the wall with an X.

"Just in case," I said, seeing Fiona's curious gaze.

As we walked down the new corridor I used the end of my staff to tap the floor. I did this for two reasons, one to try and set off any other floor traps before we stumbled into them again, and second to try and draw out any undead that might be waiting for us.

I got no reaction from the first use, but the second was a success. Three skeletons carrying shields and swords wandered into the hallway from a side room,20 feet up the hall from us. They clacked their teeth angrily at us and rushed forward, appearing to be steadier on their feet than their counterparts we fought earlier. A quick Identify told me why.

Skeleton |Guard | Level 8

We were no longer dealing with lesser skeletons. I hit the front one with Healing Touch and, although, he glowed and smoked he didn't go down with the one attack. So I hit him with an Earth Fist, forcing him into the two behind him. The second attack seemed to be enough and the lead Skeleton Guard fell apart.

This is where things got weird. RPG's don't prepare you for the fact that bones get stuck in bones. And the dead guard's remains were hindering the movement of the other two, as they got stuck in the rib cage and arm bones of the dead ally.

Fiona used this opportunity to shackle the remaining two. Turns out they didn't like this one bit and I got to see them activate an ability. Both skeletons screamed silently as the shackles held them. They started to glow red from whatever skill they had activated, ripping Fiona's spell apart as they charged at us.

"Looks like they didn't care for that spell," I said hastily, readying my staff with Stunning Gust.

The spell hit the one on the left, staggering him back a step but failing to stun. I wasn't even sure skeletons could be stunned. I would have to try it again and see, just not right now. I Blink Stepped past the other skeleton, that seemed hell-bent on charging Fiona. My staff smashed into my target's sternum, or it would have. The undead was surprisingly quick, managing to get his shield up in time to block my strike. They were only skeletons though and there was no weight behind the defense.

My speed-enhanced blow knocked him flying ten feet back and onto the ground, where he slid another five feet. My blow, even through his shield, had been strong enough to shatter his shield arm. Sending the shield skittering off the wall, splintered and deformed.

A look back showed that Fiona was easily holding her own against the last enraged skeleton. I hit her with Rejuvenate, just in case, and moved to finish off my target. I decided this was a good place to test Eye of the Storm, seeing as I was far enough from Fiona not to catch her in the spell.

I began to spin my staff, imbuing the spell with the chanter words of power. It began slowly at first, a slight breeze, pulling up from the ground. Faster and faster the winds began to circulate, pulling my hair up like a vacuum but otherwise not affecting me. I couldn't say the same for the skeleton.

As the skeleton began to stand I could see the dust and debris start to be picked up by my spell, as it quickly grew in intensity. It appeared to take a full three seconds for the spell to reach its peak power.

The damaged skeleton tried to force its way through the buffeting winds, only to be picked up and spun around me like the rest of the debris. I channeled the spell for seven seconds, doing over 100 damage to the creature, which seemed to be enough to kill it. My guess was the impacts of it smashing against the stone walls had done it additional damage.

The spell was incredibly draining, while not doing all that much damage to a single target. I could see it would be an effective crowd control device. As the wind died down, I turned to see Fiona, resting with a slight gash on her arm. Her wound was closing as my Rejuvenate spell, still in effect, worked its magic on her. Her skeleton lay on the ground dismembered.

"I think... I'm going to need... Some sort of bludgeoning weapon," she said, between breaths.

"Can you wield a staff?" I said, remembering I still had my old one.

She shook her head, "No, I can only use swords effectively, although, I trained with clubs, maces, mauls, and morning stars."

"Let's hope we run into something you can use."

Fiona nodded and we moved on to check the corpses. The gear got tossed into Fiona's ring, the bones and powder got tossed into the bag. Another bonus, my Eye of the Storm spell revealed a cracked stone on the floor. After prying it up with one of the rusty swords we found a bag of coins. I was going to ask Fiona about them but she beat me to the punch.

"These are pre-credit gold coins. They can be converted into credit but their true value is to collectors. They will fetch much more that way."

"Well, that solves that, we find a collector to sell them to," I said, stuffing the coins into my ring.

After looting we entered the room the guards had come from. It looked like a crypt, with closed coffins lining the wall to either side. It also screamed trap to me.

"Let's remain in the hall, I'm going to try something."

"If you insist," Fiona replied, backing out into the hallway.

After we were both safely in the hall, I used my Earth Fist to lift the side of a casket. As soon as the casket lid came up the door to the room was closed off by a stone partition that dropped from the ceiling. A bit of greenish gas leaked out from under the door, causing us to step back. It wasn't bad enough for the trap to seal you in to starve, it also had to poison you.

We backed away from the mist and continued down the hallway. We cleared away three more groups of guards. Turns out if you don't restrict their movements, they don't go into a berserk rage and are actually easier to kill. We checked each room they came from, with the same Earth Fist trigger. One room even took me three tries to find the one sarcophagus that was trapped. We cleared the last room on this hallway, finishing off the last of the guards. Being mindless undead, they didn't do anything surprising, allowing us to kill them with relative ease.

"Ok last sarcophagus, if this one doesn't trigger a trap I say we try bracing the door with something and take a look inside? Agree?"

"Very well," Fiona said, not sounding entirely enthusiastic about the whole idea.

Can't say I blamed her. This was taking forever, since I decided to wait the full minute for my spell to refresh before using it again, instead of using my multicast. I wanted to avoid raising the mana cost of my spells. 240 would be a hard pill to swallow vs the base 60 if I multicast it twice. Heck, even the 120 mana it would cost if I only did it once. No, with an unknown dungeon I felt it better to try and save that for a boss or something.

I hit the last cover with my spell, causing it to jerk up and over to the side a few inches just like the last seven. We waited for a few minutes and nothing happened.

"Well looks clear," I said, accessing my inventory for something to use to hold the door open, just in case. I didn't have anything that would keep the door open completely but I had my old staff. Wedging it into the door frame as we entered the room. Fiona looked ready to bolt out the door in a heartbeat.

I got the same vibes, this place was creepy. The one torch, barely able to cast light into the room, which reminded me I needed to get my flashlight fixed. The walls of the room were covered in mold and water stains. The corners and undisturbed areas festooned with spider webs and dust. I glanced into the first casket seeing that it was occupied by a corpse, holding something, but there wasn't enough light to see what.

"Help me with this," I said, motioning Fiona over and pointing at the cover.

It took the two of us a solid twenty seconds to haul the massive rock cover away. Damn thing must have weighed over 500 pounds. That just made me more impressed with the strength of my Earth Fist spell. As the cover fell off to the side, making an awful racket, it revealed the remains of a robed man.

I'll be honest, I was on a hair-trigger and as soon as I saw the eyes start to glow I hit him with Healing Touch and Rejuvenate. The figured wailed in torment as the healing energies did their work. Then he cast a spell on himself, cloaking his body in a dark aura.

"No, no, no, you stop that now," I said, casting Cleanse on the undead mage. He wailed even louder as the spell took effect and his body started to fall apart. Before he disintegrated completely I used my identify spell.

Corrupted Undead | Priest | Level 11

"Well that was horrifying," I said flatly.

I went around to the rest of the sarcophagi, repeating the steps for any that had a Priest within. Turns out they took time to reanimate and I only had issues with the last one, it tried to blast me with some necrotic beam. Luckily the beam was easy enough to dodge as the top of his coffin was still mostly covered, giving the undead an odd angle to try and hit me with its spell.

"Hey look what I found," Fiona said, pointing to the first opened casket.

I walked over to take a look; hanging off the remains of the corpse's belt was a flanged mace. Fiona went to reach for it but I stopped her, "Let me identify it first."

"Oh, um, good point," she said, pulling her arm back.

I used my identify spell for the first time on an item.

Flanged Mace

Quality: Average

Damage: 10-25 bludgeoning x2.5 critical damage

Not a terrible weapon, nothing special of course, but I was more worried about it being cursed or something. I handed it over to Fiona, "It's just a normal mace."

She accepted the weapon gladly, sheathing her sword that was starting to dull from all the blunt combat. I checked the rest of the items finding nothing to be cursed, thank god. There were four more maces, some spell reagents, and surprisingly one silken tunic. The tunic turned out to be slightly magical, with a defensive enchantment on it.

Justicar's Tunic

Quality: Good

Enchantment: Mitigates 5% of damage dealt to the wearer

Fiona stuffed the weapons into her ring and I stuffed the Tunic into mine. At least this explained why I had such an issue dealing with the last Priest.

The item didn't exclude any damage type, so it absorbed 5% of my healing magic. I wanted to study the item before we sold it. It wasn't the type of item either of us could use effectively since it took up our armor slot. I did try to wear it over my armor but it didn't add any effect to my stats. I decided to stick with my armor, this piece of gear seemed more suited to a caster.

We cleared the room, packing the bones in the bag and heading back to the intersection, where we took the next right. The X mark was still on the wall so I had no worries of this being some labyrinth. It was more of the same, three guards per room, each room a trap, with a stairway leading down at the end. We decided to clear the last hall on this floor before continuing down. Again, it was a repeat of the last two hallways.

With more entombed Priests at the end, although, nothing magical on this end. We looted the room, coming away with nothing but bones and headed towards the stairs down. I checked each step before walking onto it for traps, which was a good thing because the fifth step down clicked and three spears shot out of the wall. One even skinned my arm as I wasn't fast enough to pull it back.

You have been poisoned

"You okay?" Fiona asked, worry in her voice after seeing my pained expression.

"Yea, just, damn thing poisoned me. I'll be fine after I cast Cleanse on it," and I did just that. What I didn't expect was to wake up a few seconds later with Fiona holding me.

"W-What happened?"

"You collapsed after you cast your spell. I can see you are still losing health, so it looks like it failed to work."

I checked my icon bar and sure enough, the damn debuff was still there. I concentrated on it to see what exactly I was poisoned with.

Healer's Bane Venom debuff: Using any healing or abilities to rid the body of this toxin causes you to suffer additional damage and resets the timer. Causes 1 damage a second, 4m 39s remaining. 

Looks like my trying to heal it caused 20 additional damage and also reset the counter.

'I wonder if the damage was based on the mana cost of the spell?'

Doing some quick math it looks like I would suffer a total of 315 damage, including the initial elapsed time before I tried to Cleanse the poison. As well as the twenty additional damage I caused myself. It was a good thing I tried cleansing it early. Had I waited only a few minutes the debuff would have killed me. It was a good lesson to learn. Always check the debuff before trying to remove it.

"Well, this sucks, looks like I just gotta wait for the poison to work itself out. Any healing causes me to take additional damage and resets the timer. I'll be fine though got plenty of health left," I replied, trying to reassure the worried woman, who looked about ready to burst into tears.

            

    
        Chapter 28: Abominations

    
    
    
    
                Just sitting there while poison racked your body for five whole minutes sucked but at least I earned a title for it.

Congratulations you have earned the title Grin and bear it; you survived a deadly poison, 50% less damage taken from poisons

Just once I wished a title didn't have to come with me putting myself in deadly peril, but I guess that's where the best titles would be earned. The rest of the trip down the stairs was uneventful after I healed all the damage and we exited the stairs into a large open room with four pillars.

Each pillar had a lit torch burning and I could see something moving in the shadows beyond the light. Turns out this was a distraction, a freezing beam of blue light from the opposite side of the room slammed into me.

You have been frozen, 5 seconds remaining

The effect of the spell encased the left side of my body in a coating of ice, doing a fair bit of damage to me. I could heal that but the frozen effect was what really bothered me. Elemental resistance would have been extremely useful right about now. Luckily I could see Fiona had managed to dodge the attack. She was fighting off four skeletons that had rushed in after the spell was cast.

3 seconds remaining 

Two more skeletons were circling around to try to get at me while I was immobile. Fiona managed to shackle one of them. The other rushed at me and went for a swing of its sword towards my head.

Less than a second before the sword made contact the spell's effect finally wore off. I managed to duck under the swing, the blade cleaving a gash across the top of my skull. Pain bloomed in my head from the near miss but I pushed through the pain. Carrying through my ducking maneuver. I twisted around, bringing my staff in a sweeping motion upwards, right into the skeleton's rib cage. The blow lifted the monster off the ground before cracking through his torso and separating the top half of its body from the bottom half.

I staggered as blood poured from my head wound. Quickly I cast Healing Touch and Rejuvenate before returning to the battle. I cast Blink Step, avoiding a black beam of energy shot from across the room by what appeared to be a zombie mage. I used Identify to make sure.

Putrid Undead | Mage | Level 12

Geez, can't they just say zombie instead of putrid undead? Blech, just the name of it made me want to vomit. I hit the mage with Healing Touch while I sped towards the trapped skeleton, shattering it apart with my blow.

Critical strike: You have dealt 373 damage to Skeleton Soldier

This was the most damage I had ever done in a single strike, not including my Flurry, and the Area of Denial improvised attack, and I was pumped. Looks like I got a critical hit as well as having impact activate to do that much damage. There wasn't much left of the skeleton afterward, it burst apart into bone fragments as my staff smashed across its chest.

I could hear the mage wailing in torment from my spell so I tried to shut him up with an Earth Fist. I took the moment's reprieve to shake off the lingering effects of Blink Step and ran to help Fiona finish off the last skeleton.

I could see she was wounded as I approached, so I cast Rejuvenate on her. My health was still recovering from before, I was good for now. Fiona finished off her third skeleton by bashing its head in with the Mace, leaving only the mage. We approached the Mage together, it was shaking off my spell as it attempted to stand.

I didn't see the spell in its hand but Fiona must have spotted it, the lightning arced out, aimed straight for me. Fiona intercepted it with her sword, reflecting it back at the caster using her skill. The desiccated flesh on the undead caught fire briefly, smoke poured off the mage. I didn't know how but the creature still stood. I hit it with another Healing Touch and this time the undead glowed brightly, turning into a pile of ash.

"For a caster, that thing sure had a lot of health," I said, inspecting the pile for any items. I didn't find any. I scooped up the remains and tossed them into the bag.

"He must have been highly resistant to magic, most mages are since they lack the endurance," Fiona replied.

It made sense. Otherwise, a mage of that level should have fallen sooner. My first two spells alone did over 450 damage and I know the lightning spell did a significant amount of damage. He might have had a better version of the tunic we found earlier. I was hopeful as we looted the corpses.

I was let down. There was just more of the same bone dust and some unknown goo that we had no container for.

We searched the room and disarmed the one pitfall trap we located. I say disarmed, really I just broke the floor plate with an Earth Fist, revealing the pit of spikes below. There were two exits to this room, one on either side of a central altar, to the far side of the stairs down.

"Well, which way?" Fiona asked, eying both gloomy portals.

"I say we stick to the same strategy and go down the right path," I replied confidently.

"I guess one way is as good as another, lead on."

Before we headed down the corridor I tossed some bone fragments along the floor, which made a racket.

"Early warning system," I said simply.

Fiona just nodded, mace in one hand and a pilfered torch from the previous room in the other.

As we made our way through the filth covered halls, the smell of rot and decay became stronger and stronger. I gagged a few times. Had I eaten anything in the last hour I would have thrown up.

If it wasn't for the flickering torchlight I might have missed the next trap. A tripwire was hidden in the muck along the floor. A glint of light from the torch played across it just in time, allowing me to spot it. I stopped mere inches from activating it.

Inspecting the trap I couldn't see where it led to, or an obvious device it would activate. We chose to leave it be for now. I marked both sides with big white X's so we wouldn't stumble over it on our way back.

The hall let out after another forty feet, into a cavern lined with skulls and bones. It reminded me of the French catacombs. There didn't appear to be anything in the room at first glance. I took a step into the room, keeping an eye out for any more traps. I heard a clink when a bone fell off the wall. This seemed to start a cascade effect as more and more bones fell from the wall and ceiling. This freaked me out a little as I thought the room was collapsing. When they started rolling together to form something I really freaked out.

I tried casting Healing Touch on the pile but it didn't seem like I could target it with the spell. So I hit it from below with Earth Fist sending the bones tumbling apart, where they started forming two piles.

"Not good, I think this creature might multiply every time we break it apart, eventually overwhelming us with numbers," I said in concern.

"Wouldn't this be a good use of your Eye of the Storm spell?"

She was right, I had been so fixated on my fear of being trampled by the undead that I had forgotten about my A.O.E. spell. Fiona stepped back, giving me the space to use my spell without harming her.

I waited until the bone constructs started to form arms and legs figuring they were nearing completion before I started casting. I was also finally able to identify them.

Undead | Abomination | Level 12

The wind began to pick up as the Abominations lumbered to life. They stomped forward on thick legs made from many bones and arms, built like clubs. Despite their immense nine-foot height, they came apart in my windy vortex as they smashed into one another, the ground, and the ceiling. After five seconds I let the spell go, flinging the remaining bits against the walls. It didn't take long for four piles to start coming together and I checked these as well.

"Yup multiplying enemy," I said, sighing, knowing this fight was going to be a slog.

Undead | Abomination | Level 9

At least it looked like the more there were, the lower the level they became. You may have to fight more enemies but at least they would be manageable at lower levels. Fiona took this opportunity to come back into the room and start smashing bones.

"I think you have the right idea, time to smash," I said, but of course she didn't understand the reference. Comedy gold wasted again I lamented I smashed the nearest pile of bones with my staff, using Flurry. At least the satisfying crunch of bones made my mood improve.

It took us another half hour to destroy the damn Abomination. Even with the broken bones, it was able to reform into more and more piles. Eventually, there weren't enough whole bones left to support any of the necromantic magic that animated the things. To top it off it only counted as one monster for the experience.

Just like the previous skeletons it only dropped bones and bone dust, just an extreme amount of the material. It all went in the bag that was slowly filling up. A quick examination of the room showed nothing else of interest so we headed back down the tunnel we came from, making sure to avoid the tripwire. Once we were back in the altar room we headed straight for the other path. Something caught my attention, I stopped and stared at a single lit candle on the altar. I was sure wasn't there when we left the room.

"Um, was this lit before?"

Fiona came back as she had continued walking, to look at the candle, "I don't believe so, do you think we activated it by defeating the abomination?"

"That's what I'm thinking, see, there is a second unlit candle on the mantle," I said, pointing to another candle on the opposite side, "See if you can light it with the torch."

Fiona held the torch over the unlit candle and it refused to light, no matter how long she held it there. It also didn't melt one bit.

"Well, I guess that answers that," I said, frowning at the unlit candle.

We couldn't do anything about the second candle. I figured once both were lit it probably released some hideous undead boss. With the design of this dungeon, we would be forced to deal with it before we could leave.

We would find out soon enough as we were determined to clear this dungeon. The reward for the first clear was just too tempting. And that's what we did, another trap avoided and another abomination, that we were able to kill faster. Now that we knew what to do. In the bag, the bones went and we headed back to the main room to see what awaited us.

            

    
        Chapter 29: Crypt Lord

    
    
    
    
                As we entered the altar room we saw that it was covered in a hazy mist, obscuring most of the room. I could see the two candles burning brightly on the altar even through the mist, that seemed to swirl with every movement, almost clinging to our bodies. I was tense as hell walking into this creepy room, expecting the inevitable boss battle. I swung my head to the left, seeing movement in the mist. I stared at the space, waiting to see if I spotted it again. The room was deathly silent like a shroud had been draped over it. I chuckled internally at that thought.

"Welcome," a raspy wispy voice said from somewhere in the room.

The voice seemed to come from everywhere as it echoed around the walls. I wasn't able to locate the speaker as I frantically looked about the room.

"Back to back," I whispered to Fiona.

"Ok, but leave some space to maneuver," she replied as I felt her armor brush my shoulder.

"Oh, no, don't be like that. I get so few visitors. You came to play, let's play," the last word coming out with malicious intent. The voice cackled and the mist thickened into fog making it nearly impossible to see.

A sickly green ball of energy flew from the fog right at my face. I dodged out of instinct, realizing my mistake too late. The spell hadn't truly been aimed at me but the back of Fiona's head.

Fiona must have realized something was amiss, twisting to the side to avoid the eldritch blast of energy almost completely. The armor on her shoulder had a slightly melted look to it after the blast skimmed across its surface and flew ricocheting off into the mist. This foe was dangerous and cunning. We would need to be careful.

"A little heads up would be nice," Fiona said heatedly.

"Sorry,"

The quick apology was all I was able to offer the woman, another blast of energy coming my way. I yelled out a warning, dodging it easily. The crafty boss was waiting for that though, a bony hand shot out of the mist trying to grab my wrist. I pulled back on instinct, the cold that radiated from those digits leaving frost on my arm from just a brief touch.

"Ok, don't let Creepy McGee touch you, his hands are literally ice-cold," I said, shaking off the painful numbness. My battle lust was rearing its head for the first time in a while. God, I missed this feeling of walking the razor's edge.

"How rude, I will have you know my name is Ra-."

"I'm gonna stop you there, don't care. How about you be a good specter and just pass on ok?"

The rage-filled scream I got as a reply filled me with both dread and joy. The next eldritch blast came at Fiona from the right. She used her reflect ability to knock it away but with no target it just impacted the floor, liquefying a small section.

"We can't keep this up forever," Fiona hissed to me.

"I know," I replied, trying to think of something to get the undead to show himself so I could target him with healing, "Switch sides with me, I wanna try something."

As soon as the next attack came in we both ducked under the blast and swapped positions. The fog was so thick I couldn't see the candles but I had a general idea of where they were and I swung my staff out to try and hit one.

An angry hiss from the fog told me I might be on the right track. The hastily yelled warning from Fiona to dodge another incoming blast affirmed that notion. I was glad the magic he used was relatively easy to dodge or we might be in some serious trouble. I swung again, taking a step closer to the wall and this time my staff skidded along the top of the altar so I knew I was getting close.

"Protect me, I'm going to do something stupid," I said, not waiting for a response as I swung my staff a third time.

"Whaaa...?"

Time seemed to slow down for me as my staff impacted one of the candles. A loud boom shook the room, my perception of time returning to normal. The candle was unharmed but the shockwave blew the fog away for a brief few seconds. Unfortunately, it also left me a bit addled. I could hear Fiona yelling something that I couldn't quite make out. When I had the presence of mind enough to look, I could see a green sphere about to strike my torso.

I also got my first look at our adversary.

Forsaken Undead | Crypt Lord | Level 15

The Crypt Lord was decked out in rotting robes with maggoty skin that barely clung to the creature's bones. It exuded such a foul presence that I gagged in revulsion. I quickly multicast Healing Touch on the undead nightmare and Rejuvenate on myself as the orb impacted my chest, knocking me to the ground.

Multiple things happened then. I was cursed with necrosis which drained my Endurance one point for 30 minutes. My chest started to burn as the orb ate away my armor and hit me for 186 damage, with added damage over time that lasted another 10 seconds, for an additional 3 damage a second. But the most beautiful thing that happened was the scream of pure rage-filled pain coming from the Crypt Lord. My dual cast spell inflicting their healing powers on the undead menace for one and a half times their normal healing according to my damage notices.

Crypt Lord takes 227 life damage

Crypt Lord takes 227 life damage

It wasn't over though, the foul thing still lived. While it was struggling to deal with its pain, I stripped off my armor and tossed it to the ground, where it continued to smoke.

Fiona hadn't been idle during this time either. She had shackled the creature and attacked it multiple times with the Mace. Unfortunately, she had to back away as it tried to grab at her and I could see a layer of hoarfrost on her mace.

I tried to get off a Stunning Gust but the fog rolled back in, obscuring the boss from our sight again. He must have also broken free of the shackles because my spell failed to hit him.

"YOU WILL PAY FOR THAT!" the creature raged.

"Oh, man, I'm so sorry. Here let me pay up. I think I have my wallet here somewhere."

Sarcasm wasn't lost on the undead as he chucked another eldritch blast my way. I was starting to think this guy was a one-trick pony when I saw a cloud of pure darkness come towards us right after. Fiona grabbed my arm and we dived out of the path of the cloud of darkness. I swear I heard voices whispering from the cloud and I shivered. We scrambled back to our feet, not sure where in the room we were as the fog obscured the walls.

"Can you use your wind spell to chase this fog away?"

" I could try but I have a feeling this isn't a natural fog, probably an illusion or magical in nature but I can give it a go."

A quick glance told me I had a little over 380 mana. I hit myself with Healing Touch to top off most of my health and winced at the 80 mana cost because of my Multicast effect.

"Alright, I can cast it for 4 seconds, but you are going to take some damage. Try to hold on to me."

Fiona nodded as I began to spin my staff. Faster and faster it spun as the winds picked up speed. All the while Fiona held on and did her best to bat away the enemy's attacks. Four seconds may not seem like a long time but when you are standing there trying not to die, four seconds is an eternity.

Despite her best efforts, we each took a blow from the malignant green light and our endurance each dropped another point. I managed to stay on my feet and keep the spell going. Luckily I was at full health but the blow still hurt. Hitting me for over 200 before the damage over time applied, which was over half my health with my loss of 2 Endurance points to the necrosis.

The wind was now buffeting us fiercely and I could faintly hear a shriek as a blur of bones and robes was tossed around in the maelstrom. The storm didn't push back the fog but it appeared that the Crypt Lord had lost his concentration on it as it started to fade. I kept an eye on the creature as my spell ended, to see where he would land. I had just enough mana to pull off one more trick. I cast Godly Might and Blink Stepped, draining my mana all the way to 12. Before I could be overwhelmed by the surging headache from mana depletion I sped forward. I brought a mighty overhead swing down on the creature as it started to rise.

It tried to block my blow with its arm but my staff bashed through the appendage like it wasn't even there, continuing on to the creature's head. Caving it in with a resounding crack that seemed to disperse the remaining fog in the room. I had just enough time to see the damage notice before I passed out.

Crypt Lord takes 304 damage

Crypt Lord reduced to 4% health, Overkill activated

Crypt Lord has been vanquished

You have lost the title Team Killer

I awoke a few minutes later my mana having recovered almost completely. I looked over to see Fiona sitting there. Were her eyes red? Wait, had she been crying.

Our eyes met and she started to tear up again.

"I thought you were dead you idiot, stop doing stupid stuff like that," she said between sobs.

I'll be honest I was at a loss, I knew our friendship had grown, and I had forgiven her for attempting to kill me. She did after all save my life, so it was only fair. Of course, me being me, I had to go and say something stupid.

"You cry over all your friends like this?"

"Only the ones I care for," she said quietly.

Well shit, now I really felt like a heel. I mean don't get me wrong I liked the woman, despite everything we have gone through. Hell maybe because of all the shit we went through. She turned out to be a stalwart companion and someone I rather enjoyed spending time with. I don't know if my feeling went past that point though. It was hard to feel more after your heart had been ripped asunder by someone you thought you cared for. I was pulled from my melancholy thoughts as the woman leaned in and kissed me.

It was a kiss filled with all of her passion, desire, and need. I was helpless to resist, not that I wanted to. It turns out I felt a need just as great as her own. I had just suppressed it under layers of emotions I didn't want to acknowledge. A kiss is where it started but our mutual need was too great to stop there.

What happened after was a magical time, filled with a primal need for some connection, any connection between both of us. In the most romantic place possible, a dirty old crypt.

            

    
        Chapter 30: Morning After

    
    
    
    
                I would like to say we were tough enough to spend the night in the crypt, but I would be lying. We got the hell out of there as soon as our needs were met. It was a little awkward, to say the least, but I can't say I didn't enjoy the experience. As we sat in our camp I decided to go over the notifications I hastily forgot the night before. Fiona seemed happy but also lost in thought, so I left her to sort out her feelings.

Congratulations you are the first party to clear this dungeon. For this epic feat, you have been awarded 1 free skill slot for each member

For being the first group to clear this dungeon you have been awarded 1200 credits

You have earned the title Light in the Dark 15% additional damage when fighting Undead

Nice, another free skill slot and two titles all from one dungeon, hopefully, the next one will be as rewarding. As for the loot, it was pretty shit. Mostly the bones we collected, the robes and mace. Heck, the end boss only dropped a necklace. A gaudy thing with a gold chain and a large ruby set to look like an eye. Turns out that's how the bastard was able to see through the concealing fog.

Necklace of true sight - When worn allows the user to see through most illusions.

Although a nice item, I let Fiona have it. It looked a lot better on her than it did on the Crypt Lord. The eye symbolism also reminded me of the Eye of Ra, one of the runes that I had been studying in my free time. I hadn't been able to make a working rune from it yet but I would keep trying.

I also took this welcomed downtime to check my stats. While I didn't level, I was a hairsbreadth away from 11. Probably one monster of my level would put me over. I cleared my throat so I could ask Fiona what she thought we should do next. Before I could even ask she blurted something out.

"I'm sorry, last night...I shouldn't have done that... I wasn't completely honest with you," she paused before completing her thought, "about the Life Bond."

"What, you mean the fact that it means we're essentially married?"

"Wait, you knew?" she said in surprise.

"Well, not at first, but you were giving off enough clues that even my clueless self figured it out eventually. I know I was being a bit distant with you, part of that was from my mistrust of you," I said but quickly added, seeing her tense up, "don't worry, I think you earned my forgiveness by now, you did save my life. I just wish you would have told me sooner about the bond. We are both adults though so I can't blame you for my actions last night. Anyway, I have a hard time opening up to people, especially women. My previous wife... sort of tore my heart out when she cheated on me with my best friend."

Fiona was quiet for a bit before responding.

"Yes..., well, last night we kind of sealed the deal, so to speak."

I just looked at her blankly.

"Perhaps I should explain. Life Bonds are mainly used by nobility, to keep their spouses from any thoughts of turning on them. Since they marry for political reasons and not love. To make the deal equitable the union has to be completed through consummation."

"At the time I thought it would be the best protection. You wouldn't need to fear me betraying you... again. Honestly, I thought you would try to have your way with me with the slave collar in place. Then the deal would be sealed and I would be safe from any more of your predations. I didn't expect to start to care for you. Despite your crass attitude at times, you do have a good heart."

It was sadly true. Not that I didn't want people to like me. I was just rather blunt with people, most mistook that for rudeness. I believed in helping people, just not for free. If you did stuff for free, parasites would come out of the woodwork expecting you to do it all the time. Best to just weed out the chaff right away.

"Wait, aren't you betrothed? How is that going to affect this Bond?"

"I am still betrothed, the Life Bond doesn't prevent me from marrying another. It is more like a commitment to each other, rather than an actual marriage. Again, I'm sorry. I shouldn't have burdened you with this. I should have stopped you last night. Sex out of marriage in my culture is frowned upon. What we did last night shouldn't have happened, it only complicates everything."

"I thought you didn't wish to be married off by your parents?"

"I don't, but what I want and what I can get away with are two very different things. Now, even if they do marry me off. If my future husband finds out I am deflowered, I will be cast out of both families, and thrown to the wayside like simple gutter trash."

"Fuck em, I say live your own life."

"Ah yes such a simple-minded approach at life, why not just have everyone rut around like stray dogs."

"See now you're getting it," I said cheekily. I wasn't going to hold her words against her, it was just the way she was raised.

"Look, Fiona, you have one life to live and you should live it for yourself and not for someone else. I have feelings for you as well. While it may not be love. Who knows what the future might bring, and that's not something I say lightly. We may have gotten off to a rocky start. Well, mostly me as I tumbled down that cliff. Despite that, you have proven yourself to be a reliable companion. You saved my life, not once but twice. I honestly can't see someone else by my side for the tough times ahead. I always know you will have my back... Oh, no please don't start crying."

'Well shit, now ya did it ya big ape,' I thought, kicking myself for my insensitivity.

"I'm sorry, I'm just happy. I never thought I would hear words like those out of anyone's mouth. The most I could have hoped for in an arranged marriage was mutual respect."

I felt a bit sorry for the woman, she was so starved for affection in her previous life that she chose me. I sighed internally, I wasn't good with this sappy stuff. I moved over to sit next to Fiona and just held her as she sobbed tears of joy. After a few minutes, she managed to collect herself.

"So where to next?" I asked, trying to change the subject before another bout of feelings overwhelmed the poor woman.

"Well you still need to level, we could run this dungeon again or head towards the next dungeon. How close to 11 are you?"

"Honestly, one monster should put me over, and this dungeon sucked."

"Good, then let us roam around and hope to run into something for you to kill, and level, then we can try and find the next dungeon."

When I went to get up she gave me a tight hug, almost like she was afraid to let me go. I was still coming to terms with my feelings, so I froze up for a second at the unexpected closeness. Eventually, I returned the hug. Feeling a weight I didn't even know I had, lifted from my shoulders.

I had a lot of feelings to sort through. Did I want to marry this woman, or keep our relationship where it was? I was happy where it was. Sure the sex was nice but it wasn't like I was some hormone riddled teenager. Plus I had been alone for nearly a decade, having abandoned dating early on after my wife's betrayal. I also didn't want to get closer to the woman if she was just going to leave in a few days. Maybe she would return but she had obligations with the Royal Guard and with her family. Sure I could go but that would just make it more difficult for her to choose. I wanted to explore this new world. I would happily do it by her side, even if just a companion. I decided to table these thoughts until later. Right now we had monsters to fight.

            

    
        Chapter 31: Ill omen

    
    
    
    
                We mounted up, prepared to head back towards the town. The other dungeon was in the opposite direction to this one and about fifteen miles past the outskirts of the metro area. We weren't in much of a hurry, moving at a sedate pace. We were trying to see if we could find any monster tracks to follow so I could finish my level.

"Come here look at this," Fiona said, pointing to a massive paw print in a damp patch of dirt, "Looks fresh, I say we follow it."

I looked at the paw print. It didn't look like the bear's I fought on day one. It didn't look like any track I could recall, which probably meant it was a beast that got brought over with the System. The paw prints were rather large but it was only the one set. That's what eventually drove my decision.

"Alright, let's see where it takes us. Lead on Miss tracker."

We managed to follow the trail for ten minutes, eventually losing sight of it as we crossed over a rocky area. I wasn't really surprised, neither one of us was all that good at tracking.

"Well, what now?"

I guess-," she started to say before our ravor beasts heads came up suddenly and swiveled towards the same direction. A point about 75 feet away dominated by thick vegetation.

A menacing growl came from the bushes followed by a large feline. This was not a simple cougar or mountain lion. Nope. this was something much larger, and much more dangerous.

Possibly modified by the system, it was tough to tell from this distance. The cat stood eight feet high and had to be almost 14 feet long without the tail. And let me tell you about the horrible, horrible tail. A scaled monstrosity even longer than the cat, tipped by vicious-looking spines. It resembled a bladed mace. Getting hit by that appendage would ruin your day real quick. Our ravor beasts were chuffing angrily at the menacing beast, clawing the ground in an act of dominance.

The beast roared back its challenge and charged, rushing Fiona before I even knew what was happening. Yonel her mount didn't bolt, it charged towards the creature toothy jaw open wide and ready for battle. Fiona must have expected this as she already had her sword out.

Not to be outdone Bella soon followed, cutting to the opposite side of the beast. When the powerful predator finally got close enough I activated Identify.

Chessik | Level 15

I had no idea what a chessik was but I could tell it was an alpha predator. It also had an intelligent gleam in its eyes that didn't bode well for us. The chessik leaped at Fiona and her mount, trying to knock her off with a swipe of its massive paw. Yonel jumped over the attack, using its powerful hind legs to clear the predator. Scoring a grazing slash across its back with its sharp talons.

Fiona didn't escape the attack completely unscathed. The chessik flicked its tail with surprising speed, trying to skewer her on the sharp protrusions. She managed to avoid most of the blow, only taking a large slash across her thigh.

The beast turned to try and capitalize on its injured foe when Bella and I arrived. Bella tried to bite the beast's shoulder. The creature was incredibly nimble, twisting out of the way of Bella's attack. Before the beast could retaliate on me like it did on Fiona I cast Earth Fist, trying to hit it in its soft belly. The beast used my spell to propel itself out of range, kicking off the rising spike of earth.

"Hey, that's my move," I said angrily.

I'll be honest, I was in awe, of both the chessik's ability and the ravor beasts. I had almost forgotten that our mounts were trained for war.

Fiona and I circled the chessik as it eyed us warily, its ambush having failed to score it a meal. I took this time to heal Fiona's wound. Occasionally the chessik would strike out with its tail attempting to score a hit. Our mounts were agile enough to avoid the strikes while keeping the beast penned in.

"Can you shackle it?"

"I'll try but they probably won't hold for long on such a large and high leveled beast."

"Ok, on three," I said, counting.

On three I did two things. I jumped from my mount and as soon as I saw Fiona's spell take hold I hit the chessik with an Earth Fist that tore into its chest. It was only a glancing blow, the beast still managing to pivot to avoid most of the damage. It roared angrily, tearing at the ground to try to break free of Fiona's spell.

As soon as my feet touched the ground I activated Flurry, Aura Strike, and finally Blink Step. I blurred towards the beast with my enhanced agility that was even higher than the beast's. It was too dangerous to close otherwise. I hammered my strikes home at the already injured area on its side.

The beast howled in pain as my strikes landed. It tried to swipe at me but pulled up short as the shackles still held it, barely. Luckily I wasn't alone in this fight.

The beast tried to flick its tail at me but must have lost sight of my mount. Bella had the appendage firmly in her jaws, preventing the angry beast from bringing it into play. I also noticed Fiona's mount rushing over to help Bella hold the tail.

The beast finally managed to break its shackle. I just managed to get my staff up in time to block the blow, the force of which sent me flying a good ten feet. I landed heavily on the ground, the wind knocked out of me.

The beast didn't have time to finish me off though. Fiona, her sword glowing red, slashed it between the ribs on the opposite side. The beast howled in rage again, trying to swipe at the woman but she was nimble enough to back out of its reach. Bella and Yonel were doing a fine job of containing the animal.

I could see blood spilling from the wound Fiona inflicted. She must have imbued her sword with a skill that caused bleeding. It was rare to see Fiona use her abilities. She preferred straight sword combat, or so she told me. I had a feeling she used more abilities than she let on, they were just invisible to the naked eye. I knew she had a few flashy ones though, water whip, shackle, and reflect to name a few.

The chessik was on its last legs. Our combined attacks had wounded it severely. I could see its labored breaths tinged with a bit of red foam. It was still dangerous though so we had to be careful.

I whipped a Stunning Gust at it as it looked away from me to track Fiona.

The beast whimpered and tried to flee but both of our mounts kept it in place. In desperation, it tried to spin around and slash and bite at Bella and Yonel to break free. They jumped back from the attack, yanking the beast off its feet. Before it could right itself Fiona jumped in, cutting a gaping slash into its neck. The beast struggled futilely for a few more seconds before succumbing to its wounds.

You have reached level 11, modifiers increased by 1, 1 free skill slots available

No free skill slots this level but I got a bunch of upgrades to existing skills.

Rejuvenate: Heals 125hp over 30sec, 25m range, Cost 35 mana, cooldown 30sec

Improved Earth Fist: Deals Earth damage INT x .38 Modifier to target within 25m range, Cost 60 mana, cooldown 1min

Enhanced Shield: Grants a shield that absorbs 18% of damage for 5min, Cost 50 mana, cooldown 1min

I was happy to see Rejuvenate get a buff to the amount it healed. Although, that seemed to come with an increased mana cost this time around. Earth Fist got a small damage boost as well. Finally, a spell I hadn't received a boost on since level 5, Shield got an increase of three percent. While it seemed small that could be a lifesaver.

I had the free skill slot and I decided to use it on an ability I passed up at an earlier level.

Imbue: Imbue your weapon with elemental damage for 60min. Must choose damage type when activating the skill - cannot be changed while active, Cost 50 mana, cooldown 60min

I planned on trying something with my old staff and my new skill when we got to the next dungeon.

I also glanced at Fiona, she was still level 12.

"How close are you to hitting level 13?"

"I would say I am about 80% of the way there. When we met I had only been level 12 for a month. My world is not as savage as yours so opportunities to level are few and far between. Honestly, your rise in levels is frightening, especially that Mage's."

I slapped myself, I had completely forgotten to tell Fiona about how they leveled so quickly. So much had happened since that day that it had slipped my mind. I rectified that situation now.

"That's utterly deplorable," Fiona said after I finished telling her about the slave contracts and the Black Dragons likely use for so many slaves.

"I agree, and they need to be stopped but we aren't even close to being strong enough to stop them. Eventually, I will have to head for Chicago to see about disrupting their activities. If we let them keep leveling like this nothing in the world will be able to stand against them. In the end, we could all be slaves."

I saw Fiona's mood sour at the mention of me going alone to Chicago. She knew she had to return to her Commander when her contact finally transported over from her world. Honestly, I would love to just say you know what screw the Black Dragons, I'm going to go be happy. But we both had responsibilities neither of us liked.

Fiona interrupted my dour mood, "Hey look over there."

I looked in the direction she was pointing. Dark plumes of smoke rose over the tree line in the distance, in the direction of the Bazaar.

"That can't be good. We better go check it out before hitting the dungeon."

"Alright. I'll finish up quickly and we can mount up and see if we can offer any help."

Fiona finished her work at looting and skinning the chessik.

The pelt went into the bag for the Sergeant. The meat we split and dumped into the portable stables for our mounts since predator meat was usually not very edible for humans.

I mounted Bella and Fiona mounted Yonel, then we were off, quickly making our way towards the smoke in the distance.

            

    
        Chapter 32: Conflict

    
    
    
    
                We rode towards the smoke as quickly as our mounts could move. It seemed to be coming from the overpass bridge. The very same bridge we took the first time we entered the city. While not the only entrance to the city, from this side of town it was the most convenient. We rode past a few other entrances that had been blocked off or were too far from the main road for ease of use.

I doubted the city or any cities for that matter, would remain this spread out in the future. It was likely the cities would be walled off. Making safe zones for non-combatants to protect them from roaming monsters. It would also help position the soldiers at easily defensible chokepoints like our overpass.

We zipped down city streets, the ravor beasts easily navigating even the concrete roads. We were closing in on the checkpoint. There was still some smoke, and from this close, I realized it wasn't coming from the crossing. It was farther in the city, perhaps near where the army headquarters might be. Whatever it was it didn't bode well for the citizens.

We came around the corner of the building, the checkpoint was now in sight. Before I could react, bullets started zipping past us.

"Oh, shit. Get down!" I yelled, spurring Bella back behind the building as the automatic weapons fire became more accurate.

Bella let out a yowl of pain, she was struck with a few rounds before we could safely get back to cover.

"Are you injured?"

My heart pounded as we made it to safety. I jumped out of the saddle, quickly casting Rejuvenate on Bella. It was quite different to be shot at by a pistol or rifle vs a light machine gun. The system could mitigate the damage some, but these were large rounds.

"We both took a few hits," Fiona said through gritted teeth.

I looked at her, and the bleeding wound in her gut. Blood was already pooling on the ground under her.

I hit her with Healing Touch. I expected she would need more, a gut wound was bad.

I pulled out one of my health injectors and stuck it into Yonel. He hissed at me and tried to bite me, but I was able to avoid the half-hearted attempt. I had not been hit by any of the bullets, finally, Lady Luck had smiled upon me, instead of pimp slapping me. I cast another Healing Touch on Fiona and her bleeding finally stopped.

I could still hear sporadic gunfire rake the building we were hiding behind. The thick masonry seemed to be enough to keep us safe, for now.

"We need to move, they are probably going to try to pin us down so they can surround us."

"Those didn't look like soldiers," Fiona said, storing her mount.

"I didn't get a good look so I will take your word for it."

I stored my mount as well. While fast, they would make too large of a target. We needed to do some surveillance to see what was going on. I had an idea who it might be but it needed to be verified. It would be much easier to do so without large animals trailing us. This would also give us the opportunity to cut through houses and side streets. Making it easier to avoid any unwanted attention, until we could find another way across the freeway. Waiting until night wouldn't be an option. It was early morning and I doubted our enemy would wait for us to respond.

I racked my brain trying to think of a way to bypass the checkpoints as we made our way south through the neighborhoods. A few times we had to duck into a house as we saw armed groups running down the street. This was when I got my first good look at who was attacking the town. And wouldn't you guess it, the damn Black Dragons had arrived.

"You think these men are from the garrison to the north?"

Fiona just shrugged, "I don't see where else they could have come from. If the man you questioned gave you accurate information."

So a hundred mid to high single-digit fighters with possibly over a thousand slaves forced to do their bidding. I didn't know how many soldiers were in town but I knew they had been spread pretty thin. There had also been quite a few non-combatants as well as outsiders.

Hopefully, at least some of the soldiers remained to help the citizens.

"Let's try to take the next patrol, it would be nice to get some questions answered."

Fiona just nodded, gripping the pommel of her sword until her knuckles turned white. I could understand her feelings. After what they did to her and what they are doing to innocent people, who could blame her for wanting some revenge.

We made it a few more blocks before spotting a group that would work. Only one in the group was wearing an armband, the others sported slave collars. The slaves wielded weapons, but the Black Dragon member wasn't sporting a weapon at all.

"Magic-user," I hissed to Fiona.

"Let me engage him, while you keep the others busy... Try not to kill them, if you can help it," she said, looking troubled.

I would try my best but I gave the woman no guarantee to their safety. If she could finish off the mage with the armband quickly it shouldn't be a problem. If not, then it was them or us and I would always choose us.

I charged out from behind the building, yelling to draw their attention. Fiona sprinted off through an alley, to get the drop on the mage. All six turned to look at me, I saw the mage giving them orders. The five slaves rushed towards me. Hell, one bolted towards me like an Olympic sprinter, iron bar raised, ready to bash me over the head.

The man's burst of speed shocked me for a second. It wasn't nearly as pronounced as my Blink Step but it was significant. I checked the sprinter's information.

Fleetfoot/Berserker | Level 4

Another surprise. This was the first dual classed person I had run across. The fact that he had hit level 4, even with the XP hit, meant he had done a lot of fighting. He was still quite a distance away, even with whatever skill he used. I took the time to examine his friends.

One appeared to be a beast girl.

Silverfang | Level 7

Silverfang was an odd class name, the fact that she was a silver eared cat girl with what looked like razor-sharp claws made me wonder if this might be an advanced class.

Next up was a beefy mountain of a man, carrying a sledgehammer. The weapon had to have a face on it larger than my head.

Stone Crusher | Level 5

The next one to the party seemed odd; he looked to be part human, part machine.

Cyber Soldier | Level 6

The last one and also the slowest was a frail old lady, carrying a long cane.

Totem | Level 8

I remembered the class from one of my possible choices. I knew it was capable of buffing and healing and I could already see she was pulling out little carved figurines.

'Well guess I get to see if I made the right choice in class,' I thought as I activated Blink Step. I blurred past all the fighters, deciding to try and disable the older lady first.

I hit the old lady with a Stunning Gust, it was one of my weakest abilities. She doubled over as the attack hit her but the stun didn't activate. I raced back to my original position just as my spell faded. I swear I gave the group whiplash. Their heads whipping back and forth to try and track me.

The stunned slaves halted for half a second before they all looked at me, anger in their eyes.

"You harmed Granny!" the Berserker bellowed in rage.

Geez, these people acted like they weren't just about to beat me to death, and yet I'm the bad guy.

I looked behind the venerable granny, seeing the mage engaged with Fiona. He was putting up a decent fight but I could tell Fiona had the upper hand. I didn't have any fear of her losing to the mage. Our practice together showed me how capable she was. She deftly avoided some spells and knocked others right back at the caster, trying to break his shield.

It was easy to tell she had fought wizards before and if it wasn't for the five annoying flies buzzing at me, I would love to watch her dismantle this individual.

The Berserker was now close enough to take a swing at me with his metal pipe. I utilized the footwork Old Man Trumbo taught me. Spinning to the side to avoid the blow. I wrenched my staff into the back of his knee and pulled, causing him to do some painful splits. Before he could retaliate I dipped out of range, knocking his pipe away with a quick spin of my staff. I reset my stance, ready for the next opponent.

I smiled; of course, it was the beautiful cat girl, every weeaboo's dream. She slashed at me with her silver claws, leaving glowing trails in the air behind them. I leaned back from her swipe and bopped her on the nose with my hand. It was quite easy. My stats were much higher than hers.

"Bad kitty," I said, waving a finger at her.

She hissed at me and flattened her ears. My god was it cute, ahem, in a kitten sort of way. She was so mad she failed to react as I cast Earth Fist under her foot, spinning her off to the side to impact the Berserker that had just recovered his footing. Time to see if she had the reflexes of a cat. She did not. She collided with the man, knocking them both to the ground.

I was probably enjoying this more than I should. Fighting, just for the sake of fighting was amazing. Too bad it was almost always followed by fighting for the sake of surviving.

The Stone Crusher arrived and swung down at me with a powerful overhead strike. His massive hammer glowed red from some ability. I tried to back up but noticed my feet wouldn't move. I didn't have time to look down to see what was restricting my movement, but I could guess who did it. I had two choices as the hammer fell. I decided to save my trump card for later. Instead, using Godly Might to enhance my strength.

My staff disappeared into my ring as I raised both of my arms to intercept the strike. My arms strained as they absorbed the blow. Only the Stone Crusher's surprise allowed me to wrench the weapon from his grip. I tossed the weapon away and the man took a step back in uncertainty.

I knew it was a risk to block the weapon with my hands but I wanted to save my other spell in case I ran into Sharla and her cronies. Sure I could multicast it, but that would leave me with little mana left to fight with. Because of my choice, I took a fair bit of damage from the Stone Crusher's empowered blow, but not nearly as much as I could have. My health dropped 156 points and I had to hand it to the guy, for his level that was a pretty impressive strike.

But now it was my turn and I had a new skill to test out. I Imbued my staff with electrical damage and flicked the blunt end out. He wasn't able to dodge back in time. The man's muscles locked up as the elemental lightning coursed through his body. I took this brief respite to look down towards my feet, seeing that they were encased in vines. I gave the old lady a disbelieving look and she just shrugged at me.

I sighed, cutting the vines away before the last attacker finally trundled his way up to me. For a half-man, half-robot he was quite overweight. At least that's what it looked like at first. As he got closer I saw it was some sort of metal plating that made him look bigger than he was.

"Alright tin man, want to dance with some electricity," I said, giving him an evil smile while spinning my crackling staff menacingly.

The man looked horrified but was unable to oppose his orders as he continued his approach.

"This is going to hurt you a lot more than it's going to hurt me."

I sprinted forward, now free from the vines. Just before I reached the man I saw him raise his arm. My instincts screamed for me to dodge and who was I to argue. I leaped to the side, avoiding a red beam meant to slice me in two.

'That's no fair, I wanted a laser arm.'

The Cyber Soldier tried to readjust his aim but his agility was very low. I managed to get back up and sprint to his opposite side. I tapped him lightly on the arm with my staff as I passed. That was enough for the elemental damage to cross over into him.

It seemed like he was highly susceptible to electrical damage. His arms went limp as he seemed to shut down, falling over backward. I knew he wasn't dead, I didn't receive any experience so at least that was a positive. Looking over I saw the Totem readying another ability. She pulled out an almost finished carving. The item appeared to be about a foot long. It looked like she only needed to add some final touches.

I admired her foresight. Truly it was a brilliant strategy, having almost finished totems. It meant she could quickly add the missing details, producing whatever totem she required. I couldn't get to her in time unless I Multicast Blink Step. No matter what I thought, it just felt wrong beating up an old lady. Fiona was still fighting the mage but I decided to pull out my other trump card anyway. I pulled the Black Dragon armband from my inventory and put it on.

"Stop attacking."

All five stopped what they were doing, well four of them did, the fifth was still rebooting. I was glad the command worked. I was more glad that all five didn't attack me together. If they had I would have been forced to go all out, and it would have likely ended in at least a few deaths. It was almost like they were trying to do the bare minimum their orders required, well all except the Berserker, who got angry after I attacked the old woman.

The mage realized something was wrong and tried to yell out orders, but Fiona used his distraction to skewer him through the throat. The man grabbed at his gaping wound, trying to keep his blood in while producing a healing item from his inventory. Fiona just grabbed his hand before he could use it. The man struggled for a few more seconds, before falling over dead.

"Well, that was fun," I said to the gathered slaves, "Any chance you folks could answer some questions for me?"

The five were eager to disclose anything they could about the movements of the Black Dragon. I found out there was one lightly guarded railroad crossing three miles down. They also confirmed my assumptions that they had brought the entire garrison along with over 1200 slaves to attack the city. Finally, they were able to confirm that slaves were used for leveling.

The slave controllers got 65% of the experience a slave earned, no matter how far away they were. Go figure, our little Chaos Mage, Sharla Cotton controlled a third of the slaves in this attack group. The rest was split among twelve other individuals all over level 14. Occasionally groups of slaves would be "rented out" for others to quickly level. Allowing more members to hit double digits, to help shore up their main fighters. The five weren't sure what the skill or magic was that allowed this, and could only confirm the rental part of it because they were on loan to the mage. He had wanted to level faster without putting himself at risk.

"Jokes on him," I said, looking over at his corpse.

"Look, you five need to find a safe place to ride out this insanity."

They all looked at each other, unsure of what to do before Granny spoke up.

"You need to order us since you are wearing the Black Band," she said, waving away my horrified look, "We all know you saved us but we are still compelled by the collars."

I knew I could remove the collars but I didn't have the time right now to do it. I had a good idea of a place they should be relatively safe. Hopefully, it would be far from any Black Dragons. Maybe the Commander could figure out how to remove their collars. I would check up on them once I dealt with our local threat.

"There is a town up north about a hundred or so miles. I want you five to head there together. Protect and defend each other on the way. When you get there, find the barracks. You can't miss it and tell the Commander I sent you. Give him this and tell him what it's for," I said, handing over my last extra armband.

"If you see anyone in need try to help them but avoid any Black Dragon if at all possible. I will find a way to remove your bondage, try to stay safe."

They all looked at me, tears in their eyes. It had probably been the nicest orders that they had received to date but I couldn't have them sitting here and crying.

"Go," I said quietly and the group ran off. Hopefully, to some semblance of safety. The big guy carrying the still unconscious Cyber Soldier across his shoulder.

I removed the armband and stuck it back in my inventory. Despite how useful it was it left me feeling dirty. I looked over to Fiona as she approached. She must have finished searching the body for anything of value.

"Anything good?" I asked.

"Small storage ring, some slave collars, a few potions, and about a hundred credits."

I just nodded. She killed him so all the loot was hers to keep, but she still handed me half the health potions and half the credits. I just smiled and shook my head, not like I was going to turn down free loot and money.

"You ready?"

"Yes, did you find us a way across?"

"Possibly, we will need to scout it out before I am sure."

We headed off in the opposite direction of the freed slaves.

            

    
        Chapter 33: Behind enemy lines

    
    
    
    
                The freed slaves had been correct. I was looking over the railway overpass from the second story of a house. Four individuals were lounging behind the sandbag bunkers on the far side. There were, however, no mounted guns.

I couldn't see any guns from this range, which was not necessarily a good thing. It probably meant these individuals had power enough to not need firearms. There were two possible ways across the bridge, quietly, or loudly. We would try the quiet approach first.

"You ready for this?" I asked Fiona.

She had argued against the plan, well one part of the plan. She had been pretty insistent about not wearing the armband. I managed to convince her it was the only quick option we had. We needed to get across, to the city, and determine what happened to the locals. If we could save them we would.

"Not really, but what choice do we have?"

I just grunted in response. Plan B was in the back of my mind. If this plan failed I could probably blitz across half the bridge before my spell wore off. If we got stuck on the bridge I don't think the battle would end well for us. I said a quick prayer to Lady Luck. We stepped out of the house and walked down the street like we belonged.

Making it to the bridge had been simple, it didn't even rouse the group from the other side. That changed as we made it about a quarter of the way across. I saw one of the men notice us, slapping his companions awake. By the halfway point all four had gotten to their feet and were eying us suspiciously. They were content to wait on the far side though.

"Shit," I whispered to Fiona, "I think they suspect something. On three I will bolt across the bridge to hold them off. Try to get there as soon as you can."

I glanced over and she just nodded.

"1...2..."

Before I got to three one of the men waved, "Bout damn time they sent some replacements, we have been here all damn day."

I could hear the other men grumbling about their shitty assignment as we got closer. When I got close enough I checked their status.

Brawler | Level 8

Hoplite | Level 9

Artificer | Level 7

and the last and seemingly leader of this group of Black Dragons

Evoker | Level 10

Unfortunately, the Evoker noticed my spell, you ask how I knew this, well...

"Wait, did you just scan me..., oh shit these aren't members. Kill them," the man yelled.

He wasn't the most eloquent linguist I had ever heard but his warning did what it was intended to do. The four pulled weapons from storage items. It was too bad for them I already had my weapon out. I crossed the remaining distance in less than a second.

This time I didn't pull my punches, slamming my staff full force into the Evoker's gut.

The staff met something that resisted it for a bit. Whatever it was managed to reduce my blow but not nearly enough. The man was sent tumbling backward a few feet, a flash of light sparking between the end of my staff and the Evoker. My staff still crackled with electricity from the fight earlier. He lay on the ground twitching as the current flowed through his body.

I dodged to the left as the Hoplite tried to spear me in the head, managing to only take a glancing blow across my cheek.

I wanted to quip at him about how I got my scar but the Brawler came in next, trying to tackle me as the Artificer pulled out some sort of wand.

I slammed the butt of my staff down, I had already been channeling the word of power for Seismic Strike. The Brawler, already off-balance from trying to lunge at me fell on his face and the Artificer had to drop his item as he clung to the sandbags to stay upright. I couldn't see the Hoplite so I did the smart thing and dove to the side.

A searing pain erupted from my side as the sneaky bastard speared me from behind. It was a painful blow. My quick reaction the only thing keeping him from hitting anything vital. I cast Rejuvenate as I rolled to my feet, facing the four. I was pissed, more at myself than the Hoplite but he wasn't free from my wrath. I activated Flurry, using the last second of Blink Step to show the hoplite what a real thrust was.

I appeared in front of the stunned man, hitting him with my attack. My staff pistoning into his chest twelve times in less than a second. He was nowhere near fast enough to react, his shield and spear falling from his hands.

Three of my strikes activated Impact and a fourth one activated my weapon's critical. My attack blew a hole through the man's torso. A glance at my damage notice showed I did over 1300 damage to the man. Whoops, a bit overkill and also painful. My abused muscles and open wound protesting from the rapid attacks I had just performed.

I turned to take on the other three men, after seeing what I did to their buddy they started running.

Fiona managed to catch up to the injured Evoker, easily cutting him down. In a last-ditch attempt to save himself he threw a fireball at her. She redirected the attack towards the other two, hitting the Brawler in the back. The spell exploded, knocking both him and the Artificer to the ground.

I could see both struggling to rise, smoke and charred flesh covered their backs. Fiona was close enough to shackle both of them. With their injuries, they didn't have enough strength left to fight off the spell. She approached them both, sliding her sword through their backs and into their hearts without a second thought. After she was done she flicked her blade to remove the blood.

I had no complaints about her actions. All four of these men wore the Black Dragon armbands.

While she checked the other bodies I looted the Hoplite. Other than his spear and shield, which I tossed into the storage ring he was wearing, he just had a few miscellaneous other items. Some food, a few of the slave collars, a pack of playing cards, and 500 credits.

All in all, we collected four storage rings that we split between us. I tied mine to a strap of leather inside my armor since you couldn't store storage items inside other storage items. The 2250 credits we split evenly between us. In total there was another dozen slave collar along with some food, rope, and a pistol. I pocketed the pistol and ammo into my ring because you never know, it might come in handy someday. I also had an evil idea on how to use these collars.

"Let's hide these bodies and find a safe place for a few minutes, I want to try something."

Fiona agreed. We hauled the dead bodies to a convenient nearby dumpster. 'It was nice that we were putting these men where they belonged,' I mused, heaving the last man in and closing the lid.

We found a small shop that was surprisingly unlocked. After we made sure it was clear we moved to the back room.

"So what is so important that we need to stop now that our goal is in sight."

"You remember when I was testing the collars to remove yours?"

"Yes," she said, shivering at the memory.

"Well, one of my tests exploded. Thankfully it didn't do much damage, probably because I hadn't been aiming for that effect. The thing is, I think I can enhance that effect."

"But how are you going to keep them stable...," she started to say, but stopped to think about it, "You're hoping the storage rings will keep them in stasis until you pull them out. That's an awfully dangerous plan. What if they go off as soon as you take it out?"

"It may sound weird but I can almost feel how long it takes the power to build up before catastrophic failure occurs. It may not be perfectly accurate. I believe with my improved rune crafting skill I should be able to keep them stable enough to last 10 to 15 seconds but that's why we're here. I need to test that theory."

"Fine, but let's be quick about it. I will keep watch at the front of the store. Try not to blow yourself up.," she said as she walked out of the back room.

I didn't waste any time. Pulling out three collars, my carving tools, and one of the other storage rings. I sure as hell wasn't going to use my larger ring for this test. No these piddly one cubic foot rings would work fine. As an afterthought, I decided to transfer my old staff to the other ring tied behind my armor, then got to carving.

Sweat beaded my brow and I flew through the carving process as quickly as was safely possible. My first attempt had to tossed into a ring immediately, as soon as it was finished it gave off an imminent feeling of exploding. The ring idea worked since I was still alive. After that, I decided to take a little more time making the last two samples. I could feel the power building inside the collars but at a slightly slower pace so I put them in the other ring I had tucked away.

My runes had converted the magical energy meant to compel a slave into a fragmentation grenade. I didn't expect them to be all that useful, more of a surprise for anyone that came across them. I figured they might be enough to confuse or disrupt a few enemies. Plus they were super easy to throw. Almost acting like frisbees.

The unstable one was in one ring, I didn't want to accidentally pull that one out and have it go off in my face. It's not like the storage could differentiate between the collars. To the System, they were still all the same items.

I wondered why that was. The System recognized my rune crafted armor, but not the rune modified collars. Maybe it had something to do with the fact that they were already magically enhanced. It was just another thing to test in the future.

Despite my failure with the first ring, I had an idea of how it could be used. I chuckled just thinking about it.

Fiona came back into the room, "We have more company, they are a few blocks out, heading this way."

"Perfect, you remember that building near the bridge?"

"The large blue one?"

"Yup, go meet me in there; I gotta go leave a gift for our friends."

She huffed, "Ok, fine, just be careful, ok."

"Won't take me but a minute," I said, smiling.

I set the ring down in the pool of blood left by the Hoplite. It was very conspicuous, all shiny, surrounded by congealing blood. Hopefully, it would be enough to draw their attention.

After placing the ring I ran off to meet Fiona. She should be waiting in the blue building, a good hundred or so feet away.

"So care to tell me what you're up to?" she asked as I entered the building.

"So, in essence, I turned the collars into powerful grenades. Using the innate magic and my runes to cause the power to build, until I either say the trigger word or the energies can't be contained anymore. Either outcome would work fine for me. They should be enough to kill or severely injure anyone within ten feet of the blast."

"But what if they detonate other magical items, won't that enhance the blast?"

I had to think about it for a second, "It's not likely..."

***

Rosko was bored. After the initial push into this town, there had been little in the way of fighting which meant little in the way of leveling. That meant the three slaves he had painstakingly acquired, using his three allotted slave collars were practically useless. He could purchase more from the bazaar but wouldn't gain the same benefit as the ones from the Black Dragon. More of those enhanced collars would only come if he ranked up within the organization.

This was why he was in such a foul mood. He couldn't rank up unless he leveled up, and he couldn't level up unless his slaves had something to fight. His foul mood caused even Dimitri to avoid speaking to him. And to top it off he had a full six-hour rotation at the least likely checkpoint to be used. Of course, he dragged his feet getting here. He knew the crew on duty, they wouldn't dare report him.

As they approached the barricade Rosko sensed something was wrong. The first thing he noticed was nobody was manning the post. He stopped well clear of the sandbag bunker, putting his hand out to stop his friend Dimitri. They stood in the open, while pre System this would be a terrible idea. Post System it gave him a clear line of sight to everything around and more than enough time to activate his mage shield. Most spells had limited range, and even with enhanced abilities, it would take time for anyone to clear the two hundred or so feet to where they stood.

"You three go check it out," he said to the three slaves.

All three were below level five but even their paltry skills had pushed Rosko, to level eight, almost level nine. Unlike Dimitri, who was a Scout/Sniper that utilized his bow, Rosko was a Geomancer that specialized in close combat, with magical rocky armor. It made him nearly indestructible but extremely slow. At least until he got his upgraded skill at level ten.

He could see the slaves hurrying back, one was holding something in his hand.

"We found a pool of blood and signs of a fight. Also, this ring, master," the one slave said, handing him the ring.

Dimitri walked over to see.

"You three spread out and keep your eyes open, let me know if you spot anything."

All three complied as they should.

"Well, what is it?" Dimitri asked in his thick Russian accent.

"Feels like a storage ring, I bet whoever attacked here missed it. Let's see what's inside."

"Hmm that's odd," Rosko said, a frown forming on his face. He had expected to find credits, food, and three collars, but there was only one collar. He didn't recall anyone from their team capturing slaves. Perhaps they had managed to collar two, but then where were they?

"Well?" his Russian friend said eagerly.

Rosko pulled the collar from the ring and regretted doing so almost immediately. He could feel the raging power inside, even see it, as the disk began to glow. He tried stuffing it back inside the storage device when it went off.

            

    
        Chapter 34: Stirring up trouble

    
    
    
    
                The concussion wave of a massive blast was both felt and heard, even from our position. Which should not have been possible. At most, we should have heard a small popping sound and not felt anything. Something had gone sideways in a big way. I looked at my combat messages, there were five new entries.

Geomancer takes 715 damage

Scout/Sniper takes 670 damage

Fencer takes 278 damage

Guardian takes 256 damage

Void Stalker takes 255 damage

Oh hell, that was a lot more damage than should have been possible. I popped my head out of the building to see the destruction. A crater a good ten feet across dominated the area, along with three mostly intact bodies. There was no sign of the other two. What worried me most was the large plume of smoke that now dominated the area.

"Ok we need to move, now," I said, rushing from the building and heading away from the area. At this point, it didn't matter where we headed, as long as it wasn't here.

We must have covered three miles before we stopped. Along the way, we had to avoid three groups of Black Dragons that were rushing towards the explosion site. These were much larger groups of between ten and fifteen people. Mostly, slaves, I noticed sourly.

"They must be response units," I whispered to Fiona, who nodded in reply.

We waited a few minutes after the last group ran out of sight. Before stepping out to continue towards our first destination. The Army's headquarters, where we spoke with Sergeant Cunningham. I hoped the place was still standing. It was obvious as we got closer that the smoke we spotted earlier had indeed come from their compound. I knew from the frequent sounds of gunfire in the distance that the city had at least a few holdouts.

It took us another ten minutes and one more fight with a small patrol of three low-level Black Dragon members to reach the HQ. Bodies littered the street, a cursory glance showed they were mostly slaves, with a few Black Dragon members and soldiers mixed in.

"Oh god, there must be over a hundred dead," Fiona said, shocked.

Seeing this many dead innocents shocked me as well. The poor unwilling pawns had been force-fed into a grinder. I had a feeling the main checkpoint would have looked similar. The Black Dragons didn't care about individual lives, these people were resources in their goals. Whatever those goals may be. I doubt they even cared much about the members that fell here. The bodies left to rot along with the slaves.

Looking around, the area was clear and quiet. The front gate had been blasted aside, not that I was all that surprised. Wisps of smoke still curling over the wall from what I could only assume had been the armory, a now smoking crater. It was possible something survived, I wasn't about to try to dig through that mess. Especially with hostiles all over the area.

"Come on, we need to go see if there are any survivors," I said, waving Fiona to follow.

I kept looking left and right as we neared the main gate. Expecting an army of Black Dragons to pour out from every corner to attack us. Nothing came out to meet us as we passed through the dead, making sure to avoid stepping on the bodies as much as possible. I could feel the bile rising in my throat. The pervasive stench of iron and viscera clinging to the inside of my nostrils. My shoes making sucking sounds as I stepped through the congealing blood, impossible to avoid as we got closer to the gate.

I peered through the torn opening, seeing more bodies on the other side. It looked like most were soldiers, but there was a scattering of slaves and a few more Black Dragon members.

"At least they put up a fight. I wonder why the bodies were left?"

From what I could tell all the Black Dragon bodies still had their gear. I could even see a few rings but we didn't have time to search the bodies. We needed to see if anyone was left alive, to that end we made our way to the Sergeants command building. The simple house still stood but it had seen better days. I could see the doors had been smashed open but no bodies were littered out front. Stepping inside revealed the place to be a mess but again no bodies, not even any signs of blood.

"Hmm, looks like they may have survived the attack and were able to flee."

"I think you may be ri-," Fiona was saying before a creak sounded down the hall.

We both went deadly silent, waiting to see if the noise returned. After a few seconds, we heard it again and I motioned Fiona to take the lead. She was much lighter on her feet than I was.

We slowly made our way down the hallway. Trying to remain as quiet as possible. The noises continued, appearing to come from the last room on the left. If I recalled correctly this was the Cunningham's office The door was slightly open and I could hear the soft rustling of papers and the squeak of desk drawers opening. It sounded like someone was looking for something.

We each covered one side of the door. I remembered this room not having a window. So that meant they had to come out eventually.

I heard a whispered voice, "It's not here, could they have taken it?"

"I don't know but we need to leave before they come back or a patrol comes through."

"Fine, fine," the last voice said as he opened the door.

I grabbed the startled man as he let out a surprised squeak, pushing him up against the wall. Fiona ran into the room and secured the second individual. I could see my man was wearing standard-issue Army attire but that didn't mean much, it could have easily been stolen.

"Who are you," I said in an angry hiss. Checking him with Identify, making sure to enable his name.

Corporal Fred Jenkins | Intelligence Officer | Level 6

I saw the man glance at my arms and neck likely looking for the signature armband or collar. I could see him relax a little seeing that I had neither.

"Corporal Jenkins... Wait... I remember you, you and your partner came in here to speak with the Sergeant. Look we need to return to the fallback point before we are captured."

Fiona dragged the other soldier out and I checked him as well.

Specialist Harold Wellman | Scout | Level 6

I released the Corporal and he brushed himself off while looking at us both.

"Were you in town when the attack hit?"

"No, we saw the smoke and managed to make our way through the blockade."

"Was that explosion your doing? If so you did us a big favor, it pulled most of the local patrols and we were able to come out of hiding. Unfortunately, we don't have the fallback coordinates as they should have been here," he said, pointing to the room.

"Wait you don' know where the rest of your force went?"

"Not exactly..., we had four possible locations, I know each one, but it's too dangerous to search them all with this many enemy forces scattered about. Also, it's possible the enemy already has all the locations."

"Well the way I see it you have a few choices. You can follow us, you can go on your own, or you can follow the gunfire to see if you can locate some more friendlies."

"And what are your plans?" the Corporal asked.

"Easy, try to save as many civilians as possible while also hampering any efforts of the Black Dragons."

"I guess that makes our choice easy enough. We will come with you. Although, neither of us has a weapon and our skills aren't really combat-focused."

I remembered I had the pistol so I took it out and handed it the Corporal.

He shook his head, "Give it to Specialist Wellman here, he is a much better shot. If we find more I'll take the next one."

On our way out from the compound, we checked a few of the bodies. I removed any storage rings from the Black Dragons we came across stuffing them into my boots to look through later. We did manage to find another pistol and M16 rifle along with a few magazines of ammo. The Corporal took the pistol and now the Specialist had two weapons. Well, three if you included the maces I gave to each of them.

The Scout actually came in quite handy on our trip. He could sense hostiles within a certain range, allowing us to avoid a few patrols and letting us know it was clear. I checked anyway just to be extra cautious. Trust but verify.

"Ok where to?" I asked our guides.

"Well, the first place they could have gone was to link up with the Matron and her people."

I grumbled at that thought. I didn't really want to interact with the cantankerous old crone again. I was also starting to suspect that she had an ability that allowed her to leach experience due to her high level. The only other explanation was that she was an outsider like Fiona. She sounded normal but who was to say she didn't have some weird skill that allowed her to mimic speech patterns. I also felt like this mess was partially her doing. If she hadn't hired Fiona and me to stir up trouble with the Black Dragon, maybe they would have held off the assault longer. Then again maybe they would have attacked sooner. Too late to change the past.

"Fine we can head that way, but I suggest we steer clear of the Bazaar, I suspect that securing that building was the Black Dragons true goal here."

Everyone nodded at that and we moved off towards the last known location of the Matron, her impromptu market.

As we were transitioning across an intersection Specialist Wellman was struck by an arrow through his leg. The man went down, screaming in pain. I looked up the street to see a group of eight running towards us. Apparently, they were well outside of the Scouts detection range or they had some ability to mask their presence.

Fiona used her impressive sword skills to bat away the next arrow as I grabbed the injured man. lifting him onto my shoulder. We bolted across the intersection, Fiona holding off the incoming projectiles. Once we got into cover I could remove the arrow and heal him. Another arrow whizzed by my head and I ran harder.

As I cleared the intersection I set the man down, none too gently.

"Sorry, but this is going to hurt."

"Wai-," he began to say as I snapped the arrow in two and pulled it out. He let out a scream but I quickly cast Rejuvenate on him, the wound healing over in a few seconds.

"We're going to have to fight," I said to the group.

I could see both soldiers nod, they already had their guns out. I pulled my old staff out, it was time to try something and if it backfired I didn't want to damage my good staff.

Fiona gave me a curious look but otherwise remained silent. Luckily the group had been buffed by me as we set out and I didn't need to refresh any of them soon.

I was about to cast Impact on my staff again but thought better of it. No, if I wanted this to work I would need to cast as few skills as possible on my Iron tipped staff.

I took a deep breath and cast Imbue selecting Earth as the element. Unlike the electrical damage, I used before this time the staff seemed to take on additional weight. Next, I used Multicast followed by Imbue again. This time I choose fire as the element. It worked, I wasn't sure it would at first. The staff seemed to groan in protest as the dual elements combined, causing the rocky covered ends to start to crack and glow an ominous red color. The heat that poured off of the staff was tremendous even to the point that my allies took a step back. I was sweating from the heat but I would bear it. Prepared to bolt and launch the staff at any point if it looked or felt like it was about to explode.

Eventually, the staff settled in my hand the ends glowing fiercely with molten rock. The only reason I tried this was due to the spell's text, saying it couldn't be changed while active.

I could hear shouts, the enemies were closing in.. I gave Fiona a wink, she just shook her head. Then I cast Blink Step, leaving a glowing trail behind me. My abrupt move stunned the three closest, they just so happened to be slaves. I blew past, the heat trail scorching them as I passed. My target was the commanders and here came one of the stooges now.

Archer | Level 9

I used all my impressive speed and strength to smash my staff into the man's side as I ran past him to get to the next. I didn't feel the normal impact of my staff but I did feel an enormous wave of heat. I had to glance back to see what happened.

It appeared that the molten stone coating my staff had splattered off and onto the unfortunate individual. I could see the fire spreading along the man's clothing, his attempts at archery forgotten as he tried to rid himself of the sticky burning rock. All of this happened in a heartbeat as I continued my approach to the second target.

Shield Bearer | Level 10

Seeing what happened to his ally the man was quick enough to get his shield up. I slammed my staff down with a powerful overhead strike, enhanced by my forward momentum. The shield dented in where my staff landed, pushing the man back a few feet. He managed to remain on his feet but that wasn't the best part. My impact left a large glowing pool of lava sticking to his metal shield.

I gotta say the man did not handle that very well. He screeched and flailed around trying to get the shield or the molten rock off. He eventually managed to discard the quickly heating shield. I used that opportunity to slap him upside the head with my staff, setting his greasy hair alight. A human torch is not a pretty sight. The man screamed trying to use his hands to put out the flames only managing to spread the lava onto those same hands.

I ducked back as a third man swung at me with a massive cleaver that was glowing a putrid yellow color.

Vile Cutter | Level 12

I slapped away his next attack with my staff, taking a grazing slice to my arm and throwing bits of glowing lava around.

You have been infected

I looked at the debuff icon.

You are suffering from rotting death, 5 damage every second for 45 seconds

That was one nasty debuff, I clenched my teeth as the vile substance seemed to tear at my insides. I stepped back and glanced over the battlefield. The soldiers were engaged with the slaves as Fiona fought off the last two attackers. I could see at least one was heavily wounded from Fiona already. My opponent tried to take advantage of this moment to cut into me again but I stepped out of his reach casting Earth Fist.

The man managed to avoid most of my attack but the spell still cut a line up his leg. We circled each other looking for an opening and I took the opportunity to try and Cleanse myself of the infection. This made the man angry and I assumed he stacked damage using whatever skill he had. Oh well, I didn't have time to play with him. I rushed in and our weapons clashed repeatedly. This man was easily as fast as I was, perhaps even a bit faster as none of my attacks were landing.

Sweat was pouring off of me from the heat caused by my staff, I needed to end this. So I did something I would probably regret. On my next attack, I cast Flurry of Blows, hammering through his defense to strike him four times out of twelve. One would have been enough as the man was coated by molten rock. At first, I thought the man was able to shrug off the attack as he was silent. I only realized after that his lungs had been seared shut by the heat and he wasn't able to scream. I felt the staff start to fracture, my added spell destabilizing the item. I threw it as far as I could and ran in the opposite direction.

By this time Fiona had taken down her two targets and the Soldiers were down to the last one. I was thrown to the ground a moment later by a monumental whoosh of superheated air as the staff finally failed. I pushed myself off the ground, looking around I could see everyone getting up, they had all been knocked to the ground as well. I hit the last enemy with an Earth Fist finishing them off and cast healing all around. Looking back I could see a small volcano with a glowing pool of lava that rose up about five feet.

What I didn't expect was Identify to activate as I studied what had happened.

Lava Elemental | Level XX

You have discovered a new location do you wish to name it?

I groaned, "Sure, call it the Lava Field."

You have earned 500 XP for naming an unknown landmark

I could see a small football-sized blob of living lava pull itself out from the top of the miniature volcano. Upon seeing the people close to its home it screeched. It pulled its amorphous body from the lava and ran over to the closest dead body, burning it to ash. I shuddered.

"Time to go," I said, running up to the rest of the group.

"What the hell is that!" Fiona said, pointing her sword at the elemental.

"Um, yeah so apparently when my staff exploded it created the Lava Elemental."

I didn't think it was all that bad but the look of horror on her face told me it probably was worse than I thought. I also made a note to probably not try that again anytime soon. Or at least use a better weapon when I did.

            

    
        Chapter 35: Missing locals

    
    
    
    
                I surveyed the courtyard where grumpy granny had her market. The area was dead silent. Missing from the scene was any indication of a battle at all. There were no bodies, no destruction, simply nothing.

All that remained were empty parking spots and a few pieces of debris, marking out the one time mass of stalls and local merchants.

"So, where do you think they all went?" I asked the two soldiers that were tagging along.

"I'm not sure," Corporal Jenkins said as he looked up and down the street from our hiding spot in an apartment over some junkie little dive bar.

"How about you Wellman, sense any enemies nearby?"

I watched the man concentrate for a bit before he replied.

"I'm not picking up anything with my skill, but as you know its range is limited."

I just nodded, hard to forget the ambush we just ran into fifteen minutes ago.

"Well, we need to check it out, keep your eyes open for any hostiles or possible clues."

It was a quick trip downstairs and then across the street from the building we were occupying. The market was only another block down and we made sure to scan the surroundings carefully before we headed over. There wasn't a soul in sight. Not even a single body or speck of blood. We split up, looking the parking lot over to try and figure out what happened.

"Hey look at this," Specialist Wellman said, calling us over.

We all looked down at light gray marks on the road, leading away from the area.

"Drag marks," Wellman said, pointing off towards the direction of downtown.

After he pointed them out I could see them more clearly following the road.

"You think they all packed up and headed to the Bazaar?" I asked.

"Safest place to hide, at least until it shuts down for the night," Jenkins said.

I never really understood why the Bazaar shut down like that. I had asked Fiona but she didn't know either, having only been to the place a handful of times. She suggested it might have something to do with the magic that allowed it to exist perhaps needing to be refreshed.

"I figure we have about 4 hours until that happens," he added.

Well, now we had a time limit to try and do something. What that something was, I wasn't sure. Perhaps locate the remnants of the National Guard and Sergeant Cunningham's command. Maybe try to locate and take out as many Black Dragon members as possible or recon the Bazaar to see what was going on there. None were great options.

"How far to the next fallback point?" I asked.

Jenkins pulled out his small map, checking the location before tucking it away again in his pocket.

"About five blocks east. Should take us another 15 minutes if we hurry."

I realized we probably wouldn't have time to complete all our goals. My thoughts were punctuated by sporadic gunfire in the distance. I looked toward Jenkins but he just shook his head, guess that was the wrong direction.

"Alright, let's go. We can't get bogged down in any fights, so aim to disable and we can withdraw."

All three nodded. As we moved along Fiona walked up beside me.

"This would be much faster on our mounts," she stated.

I knew she was right but we couldn't carry the two men with us in that case and it was dangerous for just them to go alone. We hadn't run into any recent patrols, in fact, the number of enemy patrols seemed to lessen as we got closer to downtown.

"We may have to split up after if the next location turns out to be a bust," I said quietly.

She just nodded, returning to her place in our formation. We stood far enough apart to not be taken out by a single attack, yet close enough to support each other. Although we weren't sprinting, we were moving at a good jog. Nobody seemed to have any issues keeping up but I could see Jenkins huffing and puffing a bit more than the rest of us. We only stopped before crossing intersections to make sure they were clear. Otherwise, we kept up the pace, time was running short.

Again the area was eerily still and I was starting to get nervous. Looking at the others I could see they seemed jittery as well. Despite our nerves, nothing jumped out at us as we approached the building where the fallback position was supposedly at.

The building was an old bomb shelter, going by the plaque near the entrance. The Corporal headed up the stairs to open the door while I turned my head to scan our surroundings.

At that moment I was hit by a wet slap and a concussive force that threw me from my feet. My head was ringing and my hearing had been affected by the blast. I knew I needed to get up but I was struggling to rise. Finally able to stand I looked around. The area was covered in dust and I couldn't see more than a few feet. I scanned the party menu to see what everyone's status was. Fiona was injured slightly, Specialist Wellman had remained unhurt but Corporal Jenkins was dead. Whatever trap he set off obliterated his body and the wet slap I felt was likely bits of him hitting me.

Unfortunately, I couldn't afford the mana cost to use Second Chance on the two soldiers. I doubt it would have helped in this situation anyway. Checking my health I noticed I had taken almost three hundred damage from the blast, or perhaps from being peppered by shrapnel, despite all my buff's and resistances. I started casting heals on myself, which was difficult since I couldn't hear. Eventually, I succeeded in getting the healing spell off.

With the temporary loss of hearing and the dust, I had not noticed Fiona's struggle. She was fighting against three opponents, and Wellman was firing his rifle on full auto at two more, keeping them from getting closer. That left another three heading straight for me.

"LOOK, GUYS, I'M REALLY NOT IN THE MOOD," I said, barely able to make out my words over the ringing in my ears as the healing worked to repair the damage.

They seemed nonplused and continued towards me. I sighed, "Ok, no more good cop," I said, activating Imbue selecting wind as my element, then Flurry, and Blink Step as the closest man tried to launch something at me.

Spearman | Level 8

I glanced at the other three.

Dervish | Level 9

Sapper | Level 7

Vindicator | Level 13

I easily dodged the thrown spear with my enhanced agility and blurred towards the Sapper, you might ask why not go for the highest level person first. Just a little payback for poor Jenkins, since he was likely the one that set the boobytrap. I think even he was surprised as I barreled towards him, trying in vain to raise his club to block my strike.

I simply pulled my staff back, just enough to avoid his clumsy swing before thrusting it forward with all my might. Splattering his brains all over the Vindicator, whom I conveniently lined up for a facial.

This brought the man to a halt as he tried to wipe the gore from his face and spit it out of his mouth. The Dervish came at me with his curved swords trying to carve me up, but he was about four levels shy of being a true threat. Especially since my sparring sessions with Fiona, who was much more skilled and much quicker.

I slapped his swords off to the side, spinning around behind him using the momentum of my strike. With a flick, I sent the bladed end of my staff to the back of his neck. The man fell to the ground, his spinal cord severed. Since he wasn't dead I followed it up with an Earth Fist to his head. Causing it to popup like a ball from one of those automatic pitching machines.

I swung around batting the head straight at the now clean Vindicator, catching him in the face. I swear their lips met

"GET A ROOM YOU TWO," I said, chuckling.

I guess I got a bit distracted with that last one as the Spearman used the opportunity to chuck another spear at me. I was able to avoid a lethal blow but it tore a nasty gash in my shoulder as it flew by.

"FUCK THAT HURTS," I said, my hearing starting to return. I realized I had been yelling the whole time.

I looked around quickly checking on my companions. Both were slightly injured so I cast Rejuvenate on Fiona and Healing Touch on Wellman. This left me enough mana to test a theory. Since both of them were outside of the ten-meter radius I felt it was safe enough. I activated Eye of the Storm before Throwy McThrowerson decided to turn me into a cocktail snack.

I started spinning my staff as the Spearman tried in vain to close on me, but it was too late. The winds whipped viciously around me, much more intense than my previous uses of the spell. Theory confirmed elemental damage can increase spell effects even for my AOE spells. The Spearman tried to dig his spear into the ground to hold position but he lost the fight as his body was lifted off the ground and tossed through the air like a ragdoll.

The Vindicator was having a better time of it, his heavy armor keeping him grounded but also preventing him from closing on me as my spell raged around him. The elemental energies carved furrows in the ground and occasionally struck against his armor, tearing out the fabric. It wasn't a piece of medieval armor or even something cobbled together like mine. No, this man was wearing bulletproof body plates over most of his body making him look like a militant Pillsbury doughboy. While he wasn't fast he was hard to hurt.

I had to end my spell after five seconds, my mana draining down to below fifty. Stepping back I held my staff in one arm, facing the Vindicator as he rose to his feet, his armor covered by dozens of cuts. My other arm I tucked behind my back, striking an amazing pose that said screw with me if you dare. In reality, I was pulling a mana injector from my ring with my hidden hand and injecting myself where he couldn't see me. My hope was he figured I was low on mana.

The man popped his neck and pulled out a massive zweihander from his storage ring. This thing had even more range than my staff did. The blade also gave off a crimson aura. I used Identify on it.

Blood Drinker

Apparently, that is all the information my skill would give me as the blade was in use by another. It was enough for me to guess that it was a magical sword. The man also activated a skill that sent sparks zipping around him, lancing the ground occasionally. I decided to test it and sent a Stunning Gust his way. A glowing spark intercepted the magical attack, causing it to disperse harmlessly.

It was enough clues for me to realize what type of class vindicator was. He was a mage killer and I had a sinking suspicion that if he got close enough that he could disrupt my Shield spell and possibly my other spells and buffs with whatever aura he was using. I didn't want to let him get close enough to find out. Unfortunately, the man had other plans as he charged me, and not as he ran at me, no he used an ability to slam into me before I could even react.

I got lucky that it seemed he could only shoulder charge me and not charge with his blade out. Otherwise, I would probably have been split in half. Instead, I was sent tumbling to the ground. My instincts kicked in and I threw myself sideways, avoiding his overhead slash that slammed into the ground with tremendous force.

'Ok, note to self this guy probably has a strength and endurance-focused build.'

I managed to get to my feet and knock aside another heavy blow that almost caused me to fall again. I was able to backpedal out of his reach quicker than he could approach.

'Yay for high agility,' I thought.

I took my momentary reprieve to check my active abilities and see how my team was doing. I had been partially correct, my shield was down but all of my other abilities were still active.

So apparently only external effects were negated by his aura. Good to know. The others were also faring ok. I couldn't spare the healing with my mana so low.

I spun my staff, knocking his sword wide again, and stabbed forward with a quick jab. I managed to hit him but his armor took the blow. I took a slash to the arm as he pulled his sword back when I tried to duck out of reach. Blood ran down the deep gash pretty profusely but I used Healing Touch, draining my mana to 60. I needed to end this fight sooner rather than later but this man had the upper hand. He was fresh and I had burned almost all my mana trying to keep me and my team alive.

I was just about to reengage when a red whip of water curled around the man's neck, cleanly severing his head from his body. Blood fountained out of the neck as the body flopped over, spraying me in gore.

I just raised my arms up in the air, "What the hell, I totally had that guy," I said in exasperation as I turned to Fiona, noticing all her enemies were down.

"Yes, but we don't have time to sit and watch," she said, chastising me. That's when I noticed Wellman sitting there looting the corpses of the two he took down.

I grumbled but agreed as I went to loot the other three. Well more like two because I couldn't find where my spell tossed the spearman, I only knew that he had died. It wasn't like I was all that angry, just that my battle lust had been left unsated. I sighed again as I looted the corpses. Just your standard fare, about a hundred credits, no storage rings though. I let Fiona have the Vindicator since it was technically her kill.

She handed me the ring, but I saw she took the sword. Not sure it fit her fighting style so she probably meant to sell it. No biggy, when I saw the ring size I lost all interest in the sword. It had seven cubic feet of storage. I was starting to get a large selection of storage items, I tucked my old ring into my boot after taking most of my goodies from it. I left some emergency supplies like some food, water, a health potion, and the one spear I managed to recover from Mr. Throwy. The money got was split three ways and I ended up another 750 credits richer.

Unfortunately, this battle had cost us almost fifteen minutes. I also had a feeling the other two locations were trapped as well. Deciding it wasn't worth going to check them since the only map was vaporized along with Corporal Jenkins. I also wasn't in fighting shape as my armor had been badly damaged in this fight.

I tossed Wellman the sack for Sergeant Cunningham, "Get this to your commander. Since he is either dead or unreachable I consider my obligations met by giving it to one of his subordinates. Especially since the agreement on his end can't be met. So, unless you want to follow us to the Bazaar to check it out, this is where we part ways, Harry."

The man stopped, looked at the bodies, the remains of Jenkins, then at us.

"Yeah... I think I'll come with you two if you don't mind."

            

    
        Chapter 36: Bazaar Battle

    
    
    
    
                "So what was that spell back there?" I asked Fiona, wondering about the ability she used on the Vindicator as we made our way to the Bazaar. I knew she hadn't leveled and she wasn't the type to keep skills hidden if they would be helpful in battle.

"Well, I got the inspiration from watching you in the last battle. I decided to see if I could combine some of my skills. As you saw it was quite effective."

I nodded, thinking about what skills she might have combined. Obviously, she used her Water Whip and if I had to hazard a guess the other skill she combined with it was Bleeding Edge or at least those are the names I gave her skills.

It was odd to me that combining skills wasn't common knowledge, or maybe it was and there was a reason people didn't do it. I knew one possible reason, I thought, looking back on the elemental I inadvertently created. Despite that, I would continue to utilize any advantage I could get if it meant my foe's defeat and my survival in this new world.

The three of us continued on in silence, having to duck into alleys and buildings as we got closer to downtown and the Bazaar. We started to encounter more enemy patrols the closer we got. Looking at my watch I estimated we had forty minutes left until people were forced from the Bazaar.

"That building over there should have a decent sightline to the Bazaar," Wellman said, pointing at a five-story apartment complex.

I checked to see if it was clear, "alright, let's go."

Wellman rushed across the street, followed by Fiona and then myself. We made it to the front door without issue. Heading inside, while making sure to step over the broken glass and twisted metal littered in the entrance. The damage didn't look to be recent. Dust already coated the remnants of the door. Once inside I led the party up to the fifth floor.

Every door on the top floor was busted open, looters must have passed through taking anything of value. Bullet holes and dried blood littered the walls along the hallway.

"We were forced into a firefight here," Wellman said, recalling the event.

We just listened, letting him retell the events.

"We confronted them, trying to get them to leave the area. This was during the first days after the system came. You have to understand, everything was chaos around here during those first days. The looters didn't feel we had any authority to enforce our demand. In the end, they forced our hand," Wellman said, anger tinging his voice, "This way, the apartment on the corner has the best view."

We followed him to the end of the hall and entered the room. It was a mess, furniture, and items scattered all over the place. We pushed them out of the way, making a clear path to the window. I pulled the curtain aside a bit to get a view of the Bazaar, what I saw was not good.

"They have the entire building surrounded," I said, standing back to let the other two look for themselves.

There had to be hundreds of enemies down there. I guessed most of them were slaves but that didn't matter. It was too many to take on. I mulled over the problem while Fiona and Wellman checked out the scene.

"Well that certainly isn't good," Fiona said, "We don't have much time until the Bazaar closes and all those people inside are forced to either fight or submit."

If we had more time I could set up more of the slave collar bombs but I only had the two. I could still use them but they wouldn't be a huge game-changer against this many hostiles. I think at this point all we could really do is disrupt a section of the blockade, giving the citizens the possibility of escaping or fighting.

I checked on our buffs making sure to refresh any that were close to expiring.

"Looks like we need to do this the hard way. Wellman are you able to take shots from up here?"

The Scout looked out the window again surveying the scene.

"Not accurate ones. Plus I only have three more full magazines."

"That's fine. When it kicks off, try to pick your shots as best you can. Fiona, you ready for some payback?"

"Absolutely," she said with a grim smile.

The two of us rushed down the stairs and I handed Fiona all of my healing items and half of my mana items. At first, she tried to decline my offer.

"You need to take these. We are going to have to split up. I won't be able to keep track of healing you and fighting with this many enemies."

Of course, she didn't like this but she accepted it.

When we got to the ground floor she stopped me, giving me a deep kiss before saying, "Stay safe."

"You too," I said, worrying for her for the first time since we met. I had to push those thoughts away. She was an adult and a warrior, with far more experience than I had.

"Oh one more thing," I said, handing her one of the small storage rings with my improvised bomb inside.

"Toss the slave collar and say the word Heka, it should activate the runes. Just don't wait too long, they aren't exactly stable."

She nodded, placing the ring on her opposite hand. The fact that it was her ring finger wasn't lost on me. I chuckled internally as she gave me a knowing smile. 'I guess we were engaged now,' I thought ruefully.

We split up halfway to the Bazaar and would approach the building from opposite ends of the same block. This way we could try to pull as many enemies as possible to us while remaining relatively close. I took a deep breath, readying myself for what came next. I rushed from behind the building and towards the blockade.

I was spotted almost immediately after leaving my cover. It seemed most of the hostiles were watching for anyone approaching the Bazaar. I didn't use any skill to close the range faster, I needed to know something. A few magic spells flew my way but either petered out due to range or missed me because the person's accuracy was garbage. I didn't see the Chaos Mage here, which made me nervous. I could only hope she had already left for Chicago.

As I got closer the spells became more accurate and I had to duck and dodge. I must have pulled nearly a dozen attackers. Too bad they were mostly slaves, there would be no pulling punches here.

I pulled out the modified collar and whipped it like a frisbee. Although it didn't catch the air nearly as well, my enhanced strength and agility made up for it. The disk sailed right for a group of four. They were smart enough to avoid getting directly hit with the collar but I activated it as soon as it passed by the front two.

There was a loud whomp sound as the item exploded, showering those close with bits of hot metal.

Striker takes 153 damage

Frost Mage takes 184 damage

Duelist takes 110 damage

Temporal Archer takes 105 damage

The four I damaged had classes that were easy enough to figure out, except the Archer. Was it the spiritual meaning of the word or the time-related? I guess I would find out as he launched a silver arrow at me. I was going to smack it away with my staff but thought better of it, instead ducking below the shot. I heard a ghostly howl as the arrow flew by my head.

I pulled out some more slave collars. Whipping them at the other groups, causing them to scatter. These weren't modified but they didn't know that as they instinctively dodged away from the possible explosion.

This bought me time to close in on the first group. The archer was up and about but the other three were in bad shape. Still trying to recover from my initial attack. I didn't want to waste my Blink Step just yet. 'Just a few more feet,' I thought, dodging another ghostly arrow just barely. I cast Earth Fist on the archer, throwing off his aim on his next attack.

These people must think I was nuts or something. Running in to engage twelve people at once. And they would be right, this was fucking nuts but my blood was pumping and my adrenaline was spiking. This was a battle high and every time I experienced it I wanted more. I used Multicast to reset the cooldown of Earth Fist, then used that to launch myself into the air. I spun my staff while casting Seismic Strike, smashing the end of my staff down on the ground as I landed.

Another theory of mine was proven correct. The waves rippled out much stronger than normal from my impact point. I had wondered for a while if additional force could add more damage to spells as it did with normal attacks. If you paid attention the system would clue you in to some of these eccentricities. All twelve individuals were close enough to be hit by the effect, knocking them all to the ground. While it wasn't a significant amount more damage, it helped.

I took advantage of my enemies' weakened state to whip a Stunning Gust at the Mage, figuring she was the closest to death. With my air attribute imbuement still active the attack was a vicious slash of concentrated air that nearly cleaved the woman in half. The elemental affinity enhancing the attack.

I had no time to dwell on this, I changed target to the next individual.

***

Fiona followed Paul's instructions, throwing the collar and injuring five enemies with the resulting explosion. Unlike Paul, she couldn't fight against large groups of people at the same time. So she reflected every magical attack she could. Backing between two buildings to limit the number of enemies that could come at her at a time.

***

The Dark Guardian tried to slash at me as I engaged with the Duelist. A convenient bullet struck him in the shoulder knocking his attack off course. Instead of losing my head I only received a small cut. These two attackers were far more troublesome than almost anyone else I fought. The exception being Sharla. I made a mental reminder to thank Wellman for the assist.

All my effort was in keeping the damn Duelist's blades from slicing me up. He was fast, I suspected it was either a skill or someone had buffed him. I took a few more shallow cuts as I backed away. Trying my best to keep the other enemies in front of me. I wanted to pace myself and save my trump card for Sharla if she showed up but I was fighting a losing battle. I used Rejuvenate to heal my cuts.

It wasn't quite time, I needed to drag out this fight a little longer. Even now I could see a few more people starting to run towards us to get in on the action. I guess I should feel honored that they thought so highly of my skills. The Striker tried to leap in to attack me while my concentration was on the Duelist but I saw him coming, smashing him in the groin with Earth Fist.

The awful scream drew all the male attackers' attention. There is just something so horribly wrong about attacking someone like that. Even I could feel my boys shrink up in discomfort. Despite my discomfort, I capitalized on the second of inattention. Striking out with Flurry against the Duelist. I had to give the man props for his skills, he still deflected ten of the twelve strikes. Unfortunately, for him the ones he missed cut his belly and throat wide open.

The Archer also capitalized on my attack, hitting me in the side with one of his arrows. I stumbled back, the pain was excruciating.

You have been inflicted with Weakness, -1 Endurance for 1 hour

I pulled the offending arrow out with a pained grunt, casting Healing Touch. I tried casting Cleanse but it failed to remove the debuff. I needed to take this archer out of the fight, he was smart enough to take advantage of any opening I gave him. To do that though I would need to use Blink Step as he was well outside my melee range. He also just so happened to be one of the few Black Dragon members attacking me, the other was already dead.

I glanced at my mana, seeing I was at just over 120. I ducked the next arrow and pulled a mana vial, downing it before someone could stop me. I now had enough mana to work with, I pulled the black Dragon armband out.

"Run, away!" I shouted.

The slaves all bolted, before the Archer could intercede I cast Blink Step, rushing at him. The man managed to get another arrow off, hitting me in the leg. He was forced to drop his bow and pull out a short sword to defend himself. I slapped the blade away, using my momentum to shove the blunt end of my staff into the man's throat. There was a sickening crack as his windpipe gave way, I followed this blow up with a stab through his back, right into his lung.

The man choked to death on the ground, not being able to recall the slaves that ran off. I kind of felt sorry for them because they would probably keep running until they died or another member stopped them. I didn't have time to concern myself with their fate. Six more individuals approached, all wearing armbands. I could see even more coming behind those. Before I could lose hope my watch let out a single beep letting me know it was time.

Flashes of light appeared from the Bazaar as hundreds, no thousands of people appeared. Even soldiers from the missing command poured out, all ready to fight. The six nearest me witnessed the enemies pouring from the building, apparently thinking they had enough time to take me. I decided to disabuse them of that notion. Not having to hold back now, I chugged another mana potion. Dropping the empty vial to the ground, smiling as they rushed me.

Since no spells were cast I assumed they were all melee fighters. Before the first one reached me I cast Area of Denial. His glowing purple axe impacted my barrier, bouncing off. I decided to see who I was up against

Viking Pillager | Level 11

Amazon | Level 10

Skin-Walker | Level 11

Mercenary | Level 9

Hunter/Rogue | Level 7

Martial Artist | Level 8

There were quite a few big hitters and some unique classes. Although, I had to wonder why the dual classer didn't just take a ranger class instead. Oh well, that was his issue to deal with. Before the lot could come up with a plan I struck, using Seismic Strike, quickly following it up with Flurry against the Pillager. He died from the wounds before any of his buddies could help.

The Amazon was the first to recover from my spell. She slammed her spiked mace down on my shield to no effect. I flicked my staff out, imbued with Aura Strike. It only cut a shallow gash on her arm but it was enough for the spell effects to take hold, slowing her down. I dashed in, taking advantage of her weakened state to land three more slashes. I followed this up with an Earth Fist to her back as she tried to escape my assault. I had aimed for just below her ribs but she slipped causing the attack to hit higher, breaking three of her ribs.

It would be enough to keep her out of the immediate fight. I turned to the Skin Walker. He was using massive bear claw hands to try and rend my dome apart. I jabbed my staff towards his eye. He jumped back avoiding the staff but not the last second Stunning Gust I cast silently.

The man was surprised by my attack, the blade of air carving out his right eye. He had turned his head just enough to avoid a lethal blow. The spell effect activated, causing the man to fall to the ground, immobile. That left three on one and my barrier was down in another ten seconds. I wasn't sure I could take on the last three. Not with my mana this low. I was also out of items to refill my mana quickly.

I decided to make the best of it, running at the Hunter. I jabbed and slashed at him, keeping him off balance as I bumped him with my shield. Eventually, I got a few good hits in, taking him out of the fight just as my shield dropped.

I stepped back as the Martial Artist over-corrected, trying to hit my now non-existent shield. I kicked my staff's blunt end out, smashing him in the jaw as he toppled forward. He was quick though, managing to spin out of my reach and get to his feet. Blood dripped from his jaw but he was quick to recover. The injury barely seemed to affect him.

The Mercenary tried to close in on me with his dagger. Every time he got close I whipped my staff at him, forcing him to dodge back. The Martial Artist, on the other hand, fought as a man possessed. Kicking and punching at me like a demon, his appendages leaving a faint brown afterglow. Neither of these two had the speed on me but they did have more strength. I was forced to dodge blows instead of blocking them. Each block left my hands numb from the effort.

The martial artist landed a roundhouse kick to my side, knocking me to the ground. I grunted from the impact.

"Uff, someone ate their Wheaties today," I said through blood-flecked lips.

"You are a poor fighter," the Martial Artist said, "Only your class skills have brought you this far," He added, approaching to finish me off.

"Jokes on you," I said, pulling out six collars.

His eyes went wide as I threw the collars at him. He dove to the ground covering his head.

"Two for flinching," I said, hitting him in the back with a Stunning Gust, leaving a large cut across his spine. He tried to get up, the spell effect not activating its stun but my attack left his lower body paralyzed. At least until the System healed him.

I turned my focus to the Mercenary who surveyed the scene, and the battle behind him. He looked at me then pulled the armband off.

"They don't pay me enough for this bullshit," he said, running off.

I went around finishing off the rest of the Black Dragon members near me. Starting with the Skin-Walker since he was the least injured. Then the Amazon, followed by the Hunter. I then kneeled next to the Martial Artist.

"Skill is good and all but I prefer to be unpredictable," I said, stabbing him through the heart.

As I got up I looked at the battle or what was left of it. It looked like the Black Dragon forces had been routed but it had come at a high cost to the military and civilians. I couldn't see Fiona but I knew she was still alive as her icon was still active in my display.

I took the time to look at my messages. The battle was essentially over.

You have reached level 12, modifiers increased by 1, 2 free skill slots available

Penetrate: Decreases target armor by 3 for 4sec, Cost 15 mana, cooldown 10sec

Banshee's Wail: A focused shockwave of sound emanates from your mouth stunning all those within a 10m cone in front of you for 5s and reduces Wisdom by 1 for an hour to all those affected. Cost 40 mana, cooldown 1min. 

Penetrate was a bit of a let down so I skipped that ability. Banshee's Wail, however, gave me another nice ranged ability. So I picked that up, deciding to hold off on picking my other skill. It wasn't like I was lacking skills to use. In fact, it was getting harder to utilize all of them. I decided to look at my full stats since it had been so long.

Paul Fuller | Mantra Enchanter | Level 12 

Strength: 12(+2) modifier x13

Endurance: 16 modifier x31

Agility: 15(+2) modifier x13

Perception: 15 modifier x13

Intelligence: 19 modifier x31

Wisdom: 14 modifier x13

Charisma: 11 modifier x13

Luck: 14 modifier x13

HP: 496(545)

Mana: 589

Mana Regen(min): 182

Skills:

Rejuvenate, Minor Wind Walk, Minor Giant Strength+, Enhanced Shield, Area of Denial, Healing Touch, Improved Earth Fist, Aura Strike, Endure, Rock Skin, Cleanse, Flurry of Blows, Seismic Strike, Stunning Gust, Second Chance, Impact, Blink Step, Multicast, Godly Might, Eye of the Storm, Imbue, Banshee's Wail

I decided to collapse on the sidewalk, my energy spent. About a minute later I felt a hand on my shoulder, looking up I saw Fiona. She looked almost as haggard as I felt.

"How did it go?" I asked.

"I survived," she said in response, "We should go collect Specialist Wellman."

I had completely forgotten about the man in the heat of battle. I held out my hand and Fiona helped me up off the sidewalk. About two-thirds of my mana had recovered by this point but I still felt bone-weary. We made our way over to the building, hoping the man would meet us at the entry but he wasn't there. With his skills he was probably keeping an eye on the fleeing enemy, so we climbed to the fifth floor to retrieve him.

"What the hell Wellman, the least you could do is meet us downstairs," I said, entering the apartment.

My eyes were blinded as a searing bolt of electricity struck me. I went down in a heap, unable to so much as move as the energy locked up my body. Fear flooded my brain, I knew who had attacked.

There were sounds of fighting so I had some hope that I could get out of this alive. That was quickly dashed, I heard Fiona scream and fall to her knees.

"S-St-Stop," I managed to stutter out.

"Oh, our prey decides he wants to talk. Very well," Sharla said in her sickly sweet voice.

"Sp- Spare her pl-please."

"Oh, you want us to spare your lover. Very well, I will make you a deal," she said, tossing a unique slave collar at my prone form, "If you put this collar on willingly, I won't kill your woman. I will even make this a binding oath in the System."

I managed to lever my head up to look at Fiona. She was on her knees the Duelist standing behind her, resting his blades on either side of her neck. This was the same man that seemed to follow the Chaos Mage everywhere she went. I checked his status, seeing that he was now level 16

Fiona looked at me, pleading me not to put the collar on with her eyes. I couldn't let her die though. I cared for her more than I wanted to admit. So I reached out with my still shaking hands and snapped the device around my neck. I could feel the magic take hold. I also felt the System enforcing Sharla's contract.

"There, that wasn't so bad was it," she said smiling, "Don't move a muscle."

She nodded once to the Duelist and his blades sliced Fiona's head clean off. I tried to scream, to rage, to look away, to do anything but her command was absolute.

"Watch her life ebb away and don't move or make a sound," Sharla said, her voice turning vindictive. She didn't even break her oath as she wasn't the one to kill Fiona.

The worst part was the message.

Fiona has died, Second Chance activated

Fiona's eyes popped back open on her severed head. Her lips making sucking motions as she blinked rapidly, trying futilely to accomplish something that just wasn't possible. My vision too blurry with tears to even see her face clearly as she died a second and final time. Her icon greying out to notify me that she was gone, it matched the greyed out icon for Wellman. They had slain him as well.

It felt like someone had ripped out a chunk of me, leaving a bottomless void. The only thing I had to fill that space was rage, cold, hard, and impotent. I had no outlet for this emotion, the collar preventing me from harming either of these two.

"Get up slave, we have places to be," Sharla said, laughing merrily as we left the building.

            

    
        Chapter 37: Rock Bottom

    
    
    
    
                I stumbled and fell, my exhaustion too much. The beating followed shortly after. I didn't even have the energy to try and protect myself as I was beaten and whipped with a stick. I wasn't the only slave to fall over in our fast march south. What did they expect? We must have marched forty miles. Did they somehow expect people on foot to have the same amount of energy that the Black Dragon members, all on horseback had? It was ludicrous.

I levered myself off the ground, the beating had subsided and my collar was causing me more and more pain as I failed to follow my orders. The rest period was over and we trudged onward. I almost fell again as my foot caught another root. I didn't know how much longer I could go on for. My body had been tired even before I was captured. My mind kept going back to the apartment and Fiona's severed head, staring at me accusingly.

After the battle the Black Dragons had all come together, abandoning the city without a second thought. They didn't seem to care in the least that over fifty of their members fell in that battle along with hundreds of slaves. Originally they set out towards the west before turning to the south. I don't know if it was because they were afraid of pursuit or just to throw people off the trail. I doubted the survivors of the Fox Valley had it in them to pursue a force of this strength so soon after the battle.

The caravan continued on while I was lost in my thought. I wondered why no one searched my gear when I was captured. I guess it didn't matter to them, they had nothing to fear from me. The collars prevented any of the slaves from stepping out of line or harming themselves. I'm sure if they wanted something of mine they would take it. Not like I could prevent it. This was one upside to me being Sharla's personal slave. It afforded me a minor bit of protection from the predations of the lower ranks. The downside being I was subject to her whims, and they were mercurial.

One point during the march Sharla came up to gloat. She was happy to point out the fact that I put the collar on willingly. Praising me for my devotion to her, calmly telling me about my upgraded collar. How it allowed her to benefit more from my actions, with tighter control over me. This brought me to the conclusion that there was some wiggle room for orders. At least on the old versions. It would hurt but I would push the limits to see what they were.

"Halt!" a voice rang out over the column.

I was finally able to stop. The sun was getting close to setting after our prolonged march.

"Set up camp!"

I wasn't sure what to do. I just started to pull out a tent from my ring before a voice stopped me.

"Not, you sweetie," Sharla said, approaching me on her horse.

I stopped at her command.

"You can set up my tent, then we can have some real fun," she said, an evil grin spreading across her face.

I shuddered but got to work assembling her tent. It took me a while to set it up, it wasn't a simple one-man tent but eventually, I got it up.

"Time to head inside," she said.

God, how I wanted to just end the woman. I still had the burning rage from Fiona's murder deep inside me, waiting to be let out. It's like that saying, you don't realize how much you care for someone until they're gone. She was the first person I trusted with my life, which was weird to think about. I felt like a complete failure for letting her die. I would bide my time, my chance would come eventually.

"See that I am not disturbed," Sharla said to her ever-present guard.

She threw aside the tent flap and stepped inside, "Oh that look of hate on your face is precious... but I can't have my slaves appearing to be disobedient, now can I? So, first, we will work on adjusting your attitude. On your knees," she said, pulling out a short whip, "Shall we begin?"

It was one of the worst nights of my life. The only other night that came close was the one where my parents and sister died. That was more emotional pain than physical, but just like that night, I would endure the pain. I wouldn't let her break me.

Sharla was ruthless in her torture. She didn't even allow me to scream, ordering me not to open my mouth. So only muffled cries could be heard over the wet slaps of her bloody whip. She forced me to heal myself, over, and over, and over again as she beat me bloody. Having witnessed my ability to heal during our fight. Eventually, she stopped, ordering me to remain still and quiet. Forcing me to watch her sleep only a few feet away, while I remained on my knees all night. Despite the pain and the rage, I managed to fall asleep in that position. I woke up sore and cramped after what seemed only an hour or two of fitful slumber.

The process of force marching the slaves, forcing me to set up her tent each night, and beating me senseless repeated. Eventually, I was able to mask my feelings, at least enough to make her happy. I had lost track of time, the landscape around me, and even distance during those grueling marches.

"Hmmm, good puppet," she said, running her hand down my jawline, then slapping me hard across the face.

I kept my face emotionless, knowing that if I showed any sign of pain or anger she would just beat me more to prove a point.

She smiled, a knowing little evil smile, "This will work... for now. Eventually, you will come to love me as I love you, my sweet pet. Tomorrow night you will be put on patrol with the rest of the slaves."

I knew patrol was another form of punishment, it meant I would get little to no sleep and possibly have to fight, but at this point, it felt like winning the lottery.

I replied in a monotone voice, "Yes, mistress."

That was the name she wished me to call her, ugh it made me feel so dirty. She lay down and went to sleep. Leaving me in my usual kneeling pose, unable to move. I let exhaustion take over as I drifted asleep.

Morning came fast like it always did when I was stuck in this position. I was bleary-eyed from lack of sleep and sore from aches and pains that the system couldn't heal. Another thing the system didn't do was remove scarring quickly. Scars crisscrossed my entire body. Sharla had been thorough in her ministrations.

She took particular joy torturing my privates, with the systems healing you could castrate someone and it would grow back eventually. Ask me how I know? I doubted I would ever have kids or even want to procreate after the unthinkable abuse she put me through. Just remembering it made me want to cry but I locked that emotion away with the others. I'm sure a psychologist would say what I am doing is bad for my long term mental stability. Do you know what else is bad for that doc? Being beaten and tortured on a daily basis, so stick your Ph.D. where the sun doesn't shine.

I thought having powers to heal would have been a godsend in this chaotic new world. Instead, my gift of healing had become a curse. Used only to prolong my suffering for Sharla's enjoyment. My only condolence was that she was more fixated on teaching me a lesson, or in her words correcting my behavior than learning about my skills. This allowed me to keep Second Chance a secret. I can't imagine how much more severely she would push her torture if she knew I could come back. I had no desire to go back into the land between death.

I needed to keep her focus off me. As long as I was useful to her she shouldn't care too much. All of this abuse was just to get back at me for what I had done to her in the Town to the north. She broke my arms on the fourth day, at least I think it was the fourth day. Of course, she prevented me from healing them. She said I needed to understand the pain I put others through. The woman was as vindictive as they came. It had taken a full day for my arms to heal themselves through the slow system healing. She probably would have broken my legs as well, if it wasn't for the fact I needed them to walk.

***

Sharla got an almost sexual amount of joy from finally capturing the man who injured her so soon after the system came online. She even got the bonus of watching her escaped slave die. She didn't particularly care how the collar got removed from her slave. Only that there was no point putting a new one on her.

After they captured the town, she had confronted the merchant that sold the collars to them. She discovered, through judicial use of pain, some flaws in the design of the collars. The basic ones weren't as immutable as they had been led to believe. Also that there was no point recapturing an escaped slave as they could not be compelled anew by the magic. So it was an easy decision to let Dominique remove her.

After her chat with the merchant, she purchased the upgraded collars. Supposedly they had fixed the flaws from the previous design. Time would tell if she needed to return and end the merchant's miserable life. Unlike the old collars, these weren't yet tied to her father's skill. She would only receive experience when the slave was within a hundred yards of her. She would remedy that issue when she reached Chicago though.

She remembered the anger after Paul had broken her arm. She had indulged her chaotic emotions that day by slaughtering most of the pathetic people she recruited in that town. Only three remained and those had all come up with her from Chicago. It was enough to sate her mercurial desires.

Then a gift presented itself, in the form of a spy amongst the Royal Guard. Viktor had clued her into the time, day, and likely path that Paul would take as he went south. The man had sold out his own people for a chance to join the Black Dragons, after seeing their rapid rise in power. Of course, she had roasted him alive. She didn't need traitors in the sect and she had all the information she needed to pursue her quarry.

The timing worked out well, the first summons had arrived. She needed to return to Chicago within the month. Apparently, the fighting down there was more intense than predicted.

Her group tailed Paul and the lackey sent by the Royal Guard. It was only unfortunate that she had been able to fool them at the time. Lying about his death. She tortured the woman but she was stubborn and didn't give up much in the way of information. Unlike Viktor, that man had sung like a bird. So she knew why the woman had been sent out. If she could hasten the fall of an outsider enclave it worked in her favor. So she collared the woman, intending to utilize her to draw out the Royal Guard's contact. Eliminating any possible help they might receive.

Just as everything was falling into place the woman was rescued. Escaping without anyone being the wiser. Sharla was sent into a rage at the news. Killing twenty unfortunate slaves that had been in the wrong place at the wrong time. She gathered up her most trusted cohorts and set off towards the Bazaar. She knew the woman would have to head there eventually. She had not expected to find Paul there with her.

That damn man was like a zit that kept coming back. To top it off he had somehow figured out how to remove collars. She would pull that information from him when she was ready. You never knew when it might come in handy. The two managed to kill off Bartholomew, her best assassin, along with four other men. At the time she had no clue how. Sure she knew that Fiona woman was a capable fighter from another world, but Paul? The man was clearly not a fighter.

So when she saw them exit the building and head towards the Bazaar, she managed to restrain her desire to kill him on the spot. Meanwhile capturing the scout and watching the man fight. The man was brutally effective in combat if a bit unskilled. She could tell the man had upped his game since their first encounter. She watched him take down five people over level ten, causing the sixth to flee from the fight. She made sure to send her newest killer after the man. Can't have deserters in the ranks. The man utilized clever tricks to overcome his stronger foes. It made her want him even more.

Fate was with her, Paul and Fiona came straight back to retrieve their lost puppy. It was almost too easy to capture them. A simple lightning bolt incapacitated Paul, while Dominique fought the woman to submission. Sharla pushed an ice spear through the other captured man's heart. Then gave Paul the ultimatum. It was simple. She could clearly see the bond between the two, hell she could practically smell the sex on them. She wanted those feeling for herself. He accepted and the rest was history.

Of course, her forces had to flee the area right after. Heading west before turning to the south. That was always the plan. She knew her force couldn't hold the town indefinitely. It was more of a test for her forces, those who survived would be stronger for it, those who died were not up to the Black Dragon standards. It didn't much matter, she would be back in due time to claim the town. When the council was done with their idiotic war for Chicago. She didn't know why the council was so invested in controlling that area. Sure there was an entry point to the Bazaar near it, but who cares, there were plenty of those.

The council was a bunch of fools, dangerous fools, but still fools. So focused on strength and a short-sighted plan to take over Chicago, that they didn't plan towards the distant future. She wasn't surprised; they were the typical leaders of industry. Corporate types, that always thought of the bottom line, and immediate profits or ways to acquire power. They didn't care what happened five or ten years down the road. The only difference now was power was the commodity for them.

Her father had been the one to propose the Plan to them. It was his small geological company that discovered one of the System interface nodes.

At the time he needed money to completely unearth the node. He didn't want the government to get wind of his find. So he started to put a plan in place that eventually led him to the council. They were a group of shady investors, with ties to all sorts of illegal activities, and were perfect for her father's intentions. Of course, other parties caught wind of the discovery, years later. It was inevitable that some other nodes were discovered, scattered throughout the world as they were.

This didn't matter, her father was a genius. Having planned out contingencies for this very possibility long in advance. Along with a roadmap to make the Black Dragon a global superpower, dwarfing any country that existed to this date and enduring long past his death. But he had to deal with the council and their pandering.

It slowed progress towards the activation of the Plan by decades. Allowing some other entity to steal the initiative from them. It had been a setback. However, her father had factored in that possibility and managed to cobble together a way forward, despite the council's uselessness.

It had involved less than savory methods, using slaves differently than they first intended to. Her father was not one to balk at something as simple as slavery if it meant completing his goals. Slaves had been one of the foundational methods her father had worked into the Plan. The reason for this was to keep knowledge of the Plan and the node to as few people as possible. Yet they needed a large force once the system went live and slaves fit the bill nicely.

That led to the collars and the armbands. Simple, inexpensive items they were able to obtain before the system activated. They found a merchant willing to accept a trade. We traded common items they had never seen before for collars. While the magic didn't work until the system went active, they were distributed among the rank and file in preparation.

Her father had to choose a slightly different class to take advantage of a combination of skills that allowed the collars to provide experience from any range. His original class no longer feasible. He had long since learned every possible skill combination he might need going forward so he was able to adjust. This had been the least desirable outcome for his plan but it was still salvageable.

Her father's ability to link any device he touched had helped feed the sect's rapid growth. It even worked on items he touched prior to the system going live. This allowed for satellite locations to start growing.

Slaves weren't a problem. The sect had been kidnaping people for over a decade for any number of uses. The slaves carved out a section of the city in a bloody day of fighting. So what if most of them were lost, there were always more slaves.

If her father could hear her thoughts he would reprimand her, he always told her to treat them like indentured help, not slaves. Not that her father cared about them, just that they were less likely to turn violent if they were treated well. She did, for the most part, treating them like another bit of furniture in the room. That was until she saw the look on her newest prizes face. It set her emotions off. She beat him ragged until she was able to get her emotions under control again. It was the one downside to her advanced class.

Unlike most mages, elemental or otherwise, that was relegated to a certain type of magic, she was not. She had access to any type of magic and was only restricted by her intelligence and level. It was the main reason she chose the class. The other being her father's words to pick any advanced class she could access. And not multi-class until level twenty.

She had followed her father's advice, knowing the man's fathomless intelligence and his care for her. She just wished she could have more of his time. Despite the downsides, her class gave several benefits. One being that she was hard to counter. It was easy to counter an elemental mage, just use the opposite element. Since most specialized in one or two elements it wasn't hard.

Sharla looked at her newest pet, it was a pity she had to break the man, he was quite the specimen. His body, tenacity, cunning, and class were all quite remarkable and she was now looking forward to their return to Chicago. She would set him loose in the war. The other pre-system groups would rue the day they tried to take on the Black Dragons.

***

The slave masters went easy on us today, only pushing us twenty-five miles. I think it had more to do with the large river, cutting from east to west. That now barred our path south, more than any form of sympathy for the slaves. As we stopped I saw Sharla conversing with her second in command, the Duelist.

I never got the man's name and I was unable to make any changes to my settings. Unless Sharla changed her standing orders, prohibiting me from taking any new skills or changing any settings unless I begged her to let me. 'Fat chance of that happening,' I thought, remembering I still had one open skill slot.

The man walked up to me, "Come with me, we are assigning you to a patrol group."

I followed the man through the tents of sect members, to the outskirts of the hasty encampment. The slaves had slapped together whatever protection they could to hide from the elements. It was a good thing it was late spring and not fall or winter.

We walked up to another sect member, wearing well-made leather armor and sporting a spear. There were three slaves beside him. The slaves looked a little too chummy with the Black Dragon member and I instantly disliked them.

"Recruit," the Duelist said, The other man quickly giving a salute by bumping his fist against his chest.

"Yes sir, what can I help you with?" the man said in a no-nonsense fashion.

"You will take this slave into your patrol rotation and put him through his paces."

"Right away sir. Over here slave," the man said, motioning me over.

I was forced to comply with his orders, walking over to stand with the rest of the slaves. I watched the Duelist walk away, his job complete.

"So new guy, what's your class?" one of the other slaves asked. He was a burly man with black shoulder-length hair and was even taller than I was. He reminded me of an 80's style cartoon hero, all rippling muscles with a sword strapped across his back. I could easily picture him pulling out the sword and saying some stupid catchphrase.

I ignored the man, choosing to remain quiet. I wasn't here to make friends or acquaintances. That would make it much harder to kill them when it came time to escape.

"Hey dude, I'm talking to you," the man said again, grabbing my shoulder.

I snapped, pulling my staff from my ring and cracking him across the face as hard as I could, which was pretty hard. The man went down, holding his face in his hand. I knew I fucked up but the rage had been building for days and it finally escaped. The spike of pain from the collar caused me to fall to the ground and clutch my neck. Before the other three joined the fight I heard a shout.

"Stand down!" the team leader said, stomping over towards me.

"You four will get along or I will throw you to the monsters and see how you fare, do I make myself clear?"

A chorus of "Yes, master," came from the group.

I picked myself off the ground, the pain from the collar finally fading away. I guess that answers the question I had about attacking other slaves. Not fatal, but not pleasant.

The man eyed me and my staff, "You know my brother was killed by a man wielding a staff," he said, no hint of emotion in his voice. "That man wouldn't happen to be you now would it?"

I could only shrug, not knowing this man's name or his brothers, and honestly, I didn't care. Then the man's gaze turned towards my ring.

"That's a mighty fine item you got there, did your master give it to you?"

"No," I answered in the flat tone I had mastered due to Sharla's ministrations.

"Good, then you can give it to me."

For some reason, this command had no effect on me and for a second I was baffled. Suddenly I remembered Sharla saying she owned everything about me. I guess this included my items as well. I guess that was a small miracle. I just stood there not answering the man. When he grew angry and tried to rip the ring off my hand, I dodged back out of his reach.

"Don't move," he ordered, "that ring is mine."

"This ring belongs to my master," I replied, "You can take up ownership of it with Miss Cotton if you wish."

That was enough to halt the man in his tracks. He wasn't stupid but I could see a glint in his eye, this wasn't over. He turned and kicked the big oaf still on the ground, "Get up, its time for us to go."

The four of us headed off on patrol. I decided to see if I could use Identify on the group.

William Conrad | Disciple of the Crescent Moon | Level 8

William was a man of middling height, topping off at 5'8" with slicked-backed black shoulder-length hair. He really didn't have any other defining features about him, being rather plain-looking. As for his class, I had no idea what it meant but I assumed it was a style of spear combat.

Gus Fray | Blood Oath Barbarian | Level 7

This was the name of the man I knocked on his ass, and what was with these classes. They sure didn't seem like normal classes.

Vivian Branch | Dalmar Temptress | Level 7

Rufus Branch | Dalmar Protector | Level 8

Husband and wife eh, at least they got to stay in the same group. The wife would have been a beauty in her earlier years. Auburn hair in wavy locks past her shoulder, and a curvy but not plump figure. It appeared she didn't change any of her physical attributes when the system went live because she looked to be in her fifties. A bit of grey hair streaking through her locks, and wrinkles on her face. Or maybe that was just her preference, who was I to judge, I looked to be in my mid-twenties despite my real age being over thirty-five.

The husband was a pudgy man that seemed to glare daggers at any man that so much as gave his wife side-eye. He had a head of mostly grey hair and a once neatly trimmed beard, that had seen better days. Needless to say, I was getting the cold shoulder from all four of them. I sighed internally, knowing this was going to be a long day.

"Alright new guy, what's your name," Conrad said.

"Paul," I replied.

"Well, Paul...," Conrad said, emphasizing my name, "Perhaps a demonstration of your abilities, you know so we can see how effective you are in a fight," he added with a smile.

This was going to suck. I couldn't cause harm to anyone with the armband, and with the way he was looking at me, it meant he was going to duel me himself. I was proven correct a few seconds later as a prompt appeared in my vision.

William Conrad would like to challenge you to a duel, this is a non-lethal duel and combat will end when one combatant reaches 10% health. All health and mana is restored after the match ends

Before I could reject the request I heard Conrad say, "You will accept, Paul."

The command took effect, forcing me to accept the duel. I was just glad it was a non-lethal duel. Perhaps the man was smarter than I gave him credit for and knew better than to anger Sharla. It didn't mean he wouldn't take it out on me if he could though.

"Now, Paul, let's see what you got."

The man came at me with no more warning, a quick jab to my side leaving a shallow wound before I dodged out of the way. My armor was in my storage ring so I had to be more careful. It was pretty much a useless mess at the moment anyway. All the fighting I endured before being captured had left it in tatters. I had planned to upgrade, seeing as how the chitin plates weren't cutting it anymore. Of course, this was before I got captured.

Focusing back on the battle I realized all of my buffs were down. I decided to change that. Even if I couldn't harm the man at least I could prolong the fight a little bit, while preparing myself for later.

I managed to enable all of my buffs while I slapped most of William's strikes aside with my staff. The man was playing with me a bit. I caught a glance at the group's faces while we circled each other. They wore surprised expressions at the number of buffs I cast on myself. Sometimes it even surprised me. I watched my mana pool drain down to 189 as I cast all of them. I needed another four seconds to cast my last buff, Second Chance. I figured it could wait since this was a non-lethal bout but I wouldn't waste the chance to freely cast the expensive spell.

While the man was skilled, I had fought more difficult opponents. I had to make the fight look increasingly hard for me. Purposefully missing some incoming attacks that drew blood, while trying to avoid the really painful attacks. The man surprised me, using an ability similar to my Flurry to strike me four times in rapid succession.

As I reeled back from the attacks he jumped into the air, doing a 360-degree spin while bringing his spear across in a whipping motion. The blade of energy that his spear produced blew me off my feet, ending the match just as I finally cast Second Chance.

"Humph, if that's all you got you will be lucky to survive a week," William said, looking down on me, "I might as well put your skills to some use. Enhance the rest of the party, starting with me."

Luckily his orders had been specific to enhancements, and Second Chance was not an enhancement. So I followed his orders to the letter, buffing the team with Minor Wind Walk, Minor Giant Strength+, Rock Skin, and Endure when my mana allowed it. Since he didn't ask about my other skills I assumed he thought they were self buffs only.

"Paul, you take the point, ten yards out should be sufficient. Try not to die," the man added with a laugh, followed by a chuckle from the other three.

'Bunch of fucking brown-nosers,' I thought as I moved to the front of the group to start patrolling.

***

William had been able to hide his emotions and concerns during the fight. Only allowing a small tremor in his hand to escape afterward. Luckily the slaves had been tasked to patrol and had not seen his moment of weakness. The man Paul was a beast in disguise. It had taken all of Williams's skills and abilities to force an end to the duel. He even got the impression that Paul was letting him win.

It was true that the man couldn't harm him but that still didn't lessen William's disquiet over the man's abilities and those were just the combat ones he saw. Not to mention the buffs, that even he was sporting now. William looked at his status sheet, seeing the strength and agility bonus.

'Just what kind of monster did the Black Queen collar,' he thought with a shudder.

            

    
        Chapter 38: Patrol

    
    
    
    
                Despite the condition of my armor I decided to wear it anyway. Tying up the straps and loose bits as best as I could. I looked like a fashion model, promoting the world's most ridiculous piece of clothing. I even imagined all the ooh's and ahh's from the imaginary crowd around me. I got a few odd looks from the other members of the group.

In hindsight, I should have been paying more attention, instead of daydreaming and fiddling with my armor. Then perhaps I might have seen the arrow streaking towards me in time to dodge, instead of taking it in the knee. I was so surprised that the pain didn't register at first. A ridiculous thought that my days of adventuring were over, ran through my mind before the pain arrived. Falling over saved me from being hit by the next arrow.

The arrows were being fired from quite a distance away. With my wounded knee, I was at a bit of a disadvantage. Good thing I still had my staff. I managed to lever myself up, knocking arrows aside as I hobbled to cover. I ended up taking two more arrows, one skimming my side, leaving a shallow cut, and the other impacting my armor but failing to penetrate. A good thing too because it was right where my heart lay.

I could hear the others rushing up to assist, well rushing was an optimistic term for their fast walk. They had all the time in the world to find cover and use it to close in on the attackers. Speaking of cover I finally found some. I yanked the arrows out. I guess the one that struck me in the chest went a bit deeper than I thought, a spurt of blood coming out as I removed the arrow. I cast Rejuvenate, feeling the wounds begin to close.

My anger bubbled over and I snapped, my vision going red. I never really believed the stories of people that used this as an excuse to justify their actions. I guess I couldn't call them liars now. All this built-up rage needed an outlet, and now I had a target. For their sakes, I hoped it wasn't humans. Not that it mattered, they had to die for my anger to be sated. I let out a primal scream, sprinting from my cover. I dodged the incoming arrows as I closed in. My quarry was now in sight.

Orcs, at least a dozen of them. Perfect, I could get some revenge. These looked a bit different than the ones I met earlier. I used Identify as I ran towards the creatures. They continuously shot arrows my way to try and stop my mad rush.

Blood Clan Orc | Ranger | Level 9

I decided not to wait for my fellow "Allies", instead, I wanted to sate the beast inside my chest. My mana was full so I did something I wanted to try for a while. I wasn't oblivious to the possible danger as I layered water and lightning damage on my staff, I just didn't care in my current state. A halo of crackling energy dripped from my staff.

I ducked another arrow, casting Blink Step to close with the archers. The orcs were on a slight bluff overlooking the path. I activated Earth Fist to launch myself up the ten-foot embankment. As I landed my staff slammed down, releasing Seismic Strike. This disrupted the Orcs long enough to implement the next step.

My staff turned into a blur above my head as I cast Eye of the Storm. Lightning, wind, and rain ripped around me, blocking out everything from my sight. Occasionally I would see a dark form hurtling through the maelstrom of wind and rain but that would soon disappear, swept away by the tempest. I kept this up for a full seven seconds until my mana ran almost dry.

As the spell dissipated I could see the destruction. The area was a complete mess of broken trees and scattered bodies. They weren't dead yet but they were all suffering from the stunning effect of the lightning that raged through my storm. I went to each one, slamming the bladed end of my staff into vital areas. One strike was usually enough to finish them off, my spell having injured them quite a bit. I finished off the last one just as my cohorts arrived on the scene.

The short brutal fight had drained my mana and stamina. I gave the group a baleful look to make them think twice about trying to capitalize on my weakness. The three took a step back. If it was out of shock or fear I didn't much care. My rage had been sated for now. I still felt it simmering below the surface, demanding to be set free again.

***

Gus, Vivian, and Rufus took a step back from the newest addition to their party. Gus thought the man was honestly, just terrifying. They knew he was a significantly higher level then they were. But still, who just runs into a group of twelve attackers? They had been forced to stop and bear witness to the destructive spell Paul released, grabbing hold of trees to prevent being pulled into the vortex, along with the orcs. This wasn't their first encounter with the Orcs so they knew the creatures weren't a simple pushover. Yet Paul had managed to kill all twelve in less than thirty seconds with what they assumed was one spell, not having witnessed him dispatch the injured.

Initially, the group had given Paul the cold shoulder, after his less than warm welcome. Gus could understand it, the four of them, William included had been larper's for years before the System arrived. It was why he got to choose his advanced Barbarian class. The group had thought nothing of it when their supposed friend had talked them into putting on the collars. He sold them as enhancement devices and part of his class. Of course, they were furious when they found out what they truly were. William had defended his actions, showing them what awaited otherwise. After that, they agreed it was the best option at the moment.

They stuck together, eventually meeting up with the larger force of Black Dragon disciples. It was only then that they realized the situation would never change. They had all been lied to, even William, now being told there was no way to remove the collars. Luckily, through William's own merit he managed to keep the group together.

It was a surprise when a fourth slave was added to the group. Gus chose to greet the newcomer, hoping to ease his transition but that had been a mistake. The man turned on him in a blink. The group should have realized then, the anger that stirred in the man's heart. William made the situation so much worse, acting like an ass to the man by trying to take gear. Gus understood why, storage rings weren't cheap, and William had spent his credits outfitting the group.

But that was in the past. It was easy to see the anger bubbling away in Paul. One glance at the fiery eyes was enough. It felt like the fire wanted to devour you whole, and that's why the group took a step back. For fear of being sucked into that churning oblivion of hate. Gus wanted no part of whatever violence this man was capable of, making a silent oath to stay out of his way. Little did Gus know this oath was binding and superseded all other orders.

***

I just glared at the group, daring them to try something. I was low on mana and a ripe target after the fight. I suspected they might try to kill me outright at William's order but instead, they took a step back. That likely meant William had given no such order. I eased my battle stance a hair, letting the tension drain from my body. If they weren't going to fight me I could relax a bit and recover my mana. It didn't mean I trusted them though.

William walked up a few seconds later, inspecting the scene. The man only raised an eyebrow. Like he had seen much worse before.

"Hmm, I guess you're good for something," the man said dismissively as he searched the bodies.

I saw him pocket a storage ring, looks like the man finally got what he was after. In a surprise move, we all got some credits, about 150 each. I guess he had his party set to share credits. It helped explain why the others seemed to like him so much. I doubt most slave masters did things this way.

We continued our patrol, running into two other groups of Orcs. This area appeared to be their hunting grounds, or we were close to a settlement. Unlike the first group, these other two groups consisted of a mixed bag of hunters and bowmen. They were also lower-leveled, more in line with the ones I ran into farther north. Since my rage was bottled at the moment I just decided to go spell less, practicing my martial forms while I carved through my targets. It was therapeutic, the ebb and flow of battle and I lost myself to it. Finally, I was able to feel something other than rage and pain in days.

I was broken out of the joy of combat when William issued an order. It would have ended soon anyway, the last orc falling to the husband and wife.

"Alright, we went far enough out on patrol today, time to head back to camp."

I had to resist the urge to try and strangle the man as my rage flooded back in to fill the void. I managed to bottle the emotion before I did something stupid. Instead, I marched back to the campsite and my mistress. Each step closer made me feel like someone was piling weights on my back. I could only hope she was in a good mood.

***

William had fallen back with his three friends, Paul oblivious to anything around him as he plodded on back to camp.

"So, what're your threes take on our new addition?" William asked.

Vivian the first to respond said, "Fucking terrifying."

The other two nodded.

Rufus added his opinion, "It feels like the man would cut us down in an instant if given an opportunity. Just what did he suffer before they collared him?"

"I don't know and I'm not going to ask, you did hear who he said his master was, yes?"

"Some woman named Cotton?" Vivian replied.

William almost choked at this, "Some woman, oh my god, careful where you say that. This "woman" is the one in command of this force."

They just looked back at him in horror then looked at Paul's back.

"Now, I could try to get him reassigned but I have a feeling that's not going to fly with the upper brass. So despite our misgivings..., yes I have them too, we are going to have to learn to get along with this man. Just his buffs alone are worth the effort. And who knows, maybe the man will get himself killed and we can wash our hands of the whole thing," William said, ending the conversation by ordering the three ahead to keep an eye out. Paul wasn't as he seemed to be lost in his own world.

William knew if he let the man die needlessly a ton of shit would roll down on top of him. He was a crafty piece of shit, managing to trick his three best friends into being slaves, but he wasn't without caution. All good things came to those who wait.

***

The group arrived back in camp without any more encounters. William ordered me to return to my mistress and rejoin his group at sun up for advanced scouting. A way had been found to cross the river and we would be breaking camp and heading out tomorrow. I followed my orders, returning to Sharla.

"Gah, you're hideous, you can't expect to represent me properly wearing those rags. Go, find the quartermaster, and get issued some armor. Also, wash up, you smell foul."

"Yes Mistress," I said, turning to head out of the tent. It had been the best outcome I could have hoped for. While she wasn't exactly in a good mood, at least she wasn't angry at the moment.

I hadn't met the quartermaster in person but I had seen him a few times. It was enough, I wandered around a few minutes until I located the large tent labeled supply. I pulled back the flap and headed inside.

"Yes?" a skinny man with flinty eyes said, closing a book he had been reading.

"My mistress sent me here to get new armor."

The man glanced at my tattered armor, "We don't have much. I have another leather jerkin. If you're handy at all, I have some metal to reinforce it," he added, pointing to a bucket of metal scrap strips too small to use on a decent armor. Next to it was a bucket of rivets.

This did give me an idea and I swept both buckets and a hammer into my ring, the man said nothing. He knew who my mistress was, even if I was just a lowly slave. He handed me a basic leather jerkin, just like the first one I purchased from Frathsar. Looking around I grabbed a needle, some thread, along with cloth. Of course, the only color cloth and thread they had was black. I wasn't an expert at sewing. I had learned just enough over the years to get by, patching some worn clothing. I was a thrifty spender back before the System, preferring to fix clothing rather than buying new stuff.

I wandered out of the tent, the quartermaster not questioning my choices, and headed off to take a bath. Sharla had not given me an order or time to return, so I was going to make the most of my freedom.

The bath in the river was cold but refreshing. Plenty of other people were taking advantage of the water to clean themselves.

After my bath, I went to find a quiet area. I found what I was looking for between two tents. After I piled up some crates I had a nice hidden work area. I didn't expect my rune crafting to stay secret forever but I still preferred secrecy if I could find it.

It had been some time since I had the chance to work on rune crafting. Thinking back on it brought up the memory of Fiona and me at my house. It hurt to think back on a happy memory, I squashed the feelings down as a tear slipped from my eye. I couldn't afford weakness right now.

Instead, I dove into carving runic patterns on the tiny metal plates. Making sure to leave the area for rivets clear. I finished the first small piece.

It looked like a piece of Celtic or Norse jewelry, surrounded by the familiar knot design. For this specific design, I choose the trinity knot, without the additional ring in the design. It felt right adding the design to my carving. I wasn't sure if it added anything to the strength of the runes. I could verify if the design worked and test some other options later.

I decided on three runic symbols to use on the plates, the symbols for protection, strength, and power. Instead of drawing the trinity knot and filling it with the symbols, they repeated making the pattern of the trinity knot. I knew there were more advanced knot designs but this seemed fitting. I used Identify on the piece of metal seeing that it was indeed successful. Now I just needed to do it another fifty times or so and put it all together.

Rune Crafted Leather Brigandine

Quality: Average

Armor: 18

Slashing resistance: 40%

Stabbing resistance: 40%

Magic resistance 15%

This metal-reinforced leather brigandine was crafted by a novice crafter with subpar materials, each plate was painstakingly rune crafted to improve the protection of the armor

Despite all the metal, this piece was still lighter than my old armor, making it easier to move in. It was also covered in a layer of black fabric, held on with the same rivets used to hold the metal plates. I used a bit of ink I had from my carving kit to blackout the rivets a little to keep them from standing out so much.

Congratulations for crafting your first set of average quality armor, you receive 1000 XP

After seeing the notification I lifted the piece up, looking it over. It wasn't bad for my third attempt at armor. I needed to get a book on armor designs to see if I could improve my skills. I slipped the leather on. The metal plates were sandwiched between the leather and the outer layer of fabric, making it look like I was wearing padded armor. It felt ok, better than my old armor for sure. It also didn't clank quietly every time I moved, so that was a plus. I looked up to see that it was almost dusk. I cursed, quickly putting the armor on and heading back to the tent.

I arrived in a few minutes heading inside. I was in luck, Sharla wasn't in the tent. I went to my bedroll and sat cross-legged until she returned. I knew better than to fall asleep without her allowing permission. Sharla entered a few minutes later, looking a bit miffed. I needed to be careful not to stir her ire.

She looked at me sitting quietly, then at my armor. Shit, in my haste to return I forgot to remove the armor.

"Come here," she said, eyebrow raised.

Hopefully, she would just think I was good at sewing.

I did as commanded, rising to approach her. When I got close I stood perfectly still, my face neutral.

She ran her hand over the armor, feeling the plates underneath. Then she gripped the leather sliding her hand up behind it and against my body. I forced down a shudder at her touch.

"I didn't know we had armor this nice, has the quartermaster been holding out on us?" she said to herself.

"Take it off and let me get a better look at it."

I complied with her command, unbuckling the straps and holding it out for her to inspect.

"Its a bit rough. I think you can do better on your next attempt, I can't have you making shoddy armor for me," she said, finishing her inspection.

Good, maybe if they thought I was an apprentice armorer they wouldn't dig deeper into my other crafting.

"Yes, mistress," I said in rote reply.

"Hmm, anyway off to sleep, we have a big day tomorrow," she said, waving me to my bed.

Relief flooded my body after I heard these words. I made sure to keep any emotion from my face. I didn't want to give her another reason to discipline me.

            

    
        Chapter 39: A long road ahead 

    
    
    
    
                I awoke in a cold sweat. My sleep was plagued by nightmares about Fiona and her disembodied head, pleading for me to save her. The arms on her headless body reaching for me, all the while Sharla held me in an iron grip and laughed maniacally. Turning my head I could see it was near dawn, the inside of the tent barely visible in the early morning light, filtering through the canvas sides.

I decided it would be preferable to head out to meet my patrol group early, rather than spending more time in the tent with Sharla. I quietly stood up and made my way out of the tent. Luck was with me as I slipped out without waking the woman. Time would tell if this angered her or not.

I headed through the camp towards the gathering point. I was rather early as very few people were awake, except for a couple of guard groups patrolling the perimeter. I found a quiet out of the way spot to wait.

Since nobody was around I decided to carve out a quick piece of metal, using the same set of runes I used last night but without using the knot design. I felt pretty confident that nobody would give my carving a second glance. Just a slave enjoying their free time. I wanted to see if my intuition had been correct. There were a few other theories I wanted to test if I had time.

The carving took only a few minutes, being just the three simple runic characters. When I inspected it I got my answer. My intuition the night before had been correct. It wasn't a huge improvement over what I held now but when all the pieces added up it made for about 2 more armor, and 5% resistance more than what I would have gotten without using the design.

I pulled out another piece of scrap metal, carving the three symbols again, only this time making them as small as possible. There was no change, so I filled the entire side with the tiny runes and checked again. Again there was no change. So, the size of the runes doesn't matter and repeating the runes has no noticeable effect on potency. At least in this format.

The last thing I wanted to try was the trinity knot but make it larger using more runes. I had to dig through the bucket of scraps to find a suitable piece of metal. Eventually, managing to find a piece about a foot long. It had been too long to use in my armor, so I had ignored it until now. I traced out the patterns that the runes would follow, making the tracing as large as possible without deforming the shape. I didn't know if that would affect the outcome but I wanted to rule it out for now. I ended up with a design about the size of my hand.

Looking around I saw that a few people were starting to walk by as the camp was coming to life. I figured I had about an hour before we moved out and got to work. I was cramped and my hands were sore from the delicate work but it had been completed. The piece of scrap metal sported an intricate repeating pattern of runes. I inspected the piece to see the result. It was better than the initial piece I had used in my armor but not by as much as I had hoped. Only about a third as much.

This only brought up more questions for me, was it due to the size, or the density of the runes? Was it better to make smaller runic knots or large intricate ones?

I wish I had time to experiment some more but the camp was awake now and I could see tents starting to come down. It would only be a matter of minutes until my teammates arrived. I sighed, putting away my tools and donning my new armor. I didn't have a mirror but the passing looks I got from slaves and Black Dragon members told me enough. The look on the slaves' faces yelled sell out, while the Black Dragons admired my new look.

'Whatever, if it kept the slaves from trying to be friendly with me so much the better,' I thought, not wanting to get to know people I might have to kill later.

I didn't have to wait long for the other four to arrive. They were as friendly as the day before with their captor and my pit of anger boiled a bit higher. I tamped down on my emotions, shoving the rage back in the box. If survival meant working with these four I would try my best. All I could manage today was a curt nod. I got a few surprised looks in return.

"Sweet new armor, Paul, your mistress must appreciate your contribution," William said, eyeballing my armor.

I didn't bother correcting his assumption or comment on his covetous look.

"Anyway...Let's get moving, we need to find the best way south for the caravan."

We headed along the river, towards the east for about two miles before we found the supposed crossing. The river cut through a rocky section of the ground leaving a path across. It wasn't suitable to cross with any wagons or mounts as it was, but with some work, it might be doable. That work was left to a few other groups of slaves that followed us. The new groups of slaves set about cutting and splitting wood. They had skills and classes designed to ease the process along.

We only stuck around for a couple of minutes while William wrote something in a book. Once he was done we made our way across the stony section of the river. This area was quite odd, not like any boulder patch I had ever seen. It was like something had taken massive slices out of the rocks, cutting deep furrows to allow the water to flow between them, instead of over the boulders. Looking down I couldn't see the bottom of the river despite the calm surface. It was a bit unnerving, to be honest. I decided to name this feature Dragon's Rend, thinking it was quite the fitting name.

You have earned 500 XP for naming an unknown landmark

Well how bout that, nobody thought to name the place. This also made me wonder why naming anything got me experience. It wasn't like I said the name out loud or had a map that updated with the names unless there was a skill or item that did. I may have to look into the possibility when I got free.

"Alright, hold up a minute. I need to report our crossing and which direction we are taking," William said, pulling out the small leather-bound book again.

'Linked communication device?' I thought, staring at the small item. My prolonged attention was enough to activate Identify, which was odd since it didn't usually work on items owned by others that were still alive.

Bound Book: This item allows two synced copies to communicate over a five-mile distance

I wonder if the nature of the item being bound had something to do with my ability to identify it. 'A question for another time,' I thought, surveying this side of the river.

The immediate area around the river was covered with small stones and a few scattered boulders. Beyond that was a dense thicket of trees, the likes of which I had never seen before. They had large bulbous tops that reminded me of palm trees, only these sported hanging fronds like those of a willow tree. They reminded me of angsty teens, with a slightly hunched posture and hair covering their faces.

I decided to walk up to one while Williams was reporting in. The bark was oily looking but otherwise surprisingly smooth and blemish-free, unlike most bark. It did have bands every foot or so running up the length of the trunk. On closer inspection, this was where the oil seemed to be seeping from. I tried using inspect but got nothing. My skill didn't afford me the option to identify flora yet. It might be interesting to get a sample of the "sap" but I had nothing to store it in. I also didn't want to touch it, not knowing what sort of properties an alien tree might have.

I turned to head back towards the group when something within the low bushes of the forest caught my eye. I stopped to try and determine what I saw, a small glint I thought. I waited but nothing else appeared to catch the light so I walked back to the group.

***

Clara held her breath, she had been watching the interlopers for a few minutes now. Ever since one of the Kin had spotted them the previous day a watcher had been present. So far the Kin had been able to maintain their secrecy in the homeland since being transported to this strange new planet. They had been part of the system since ages long past but preferred to remain outside of the affairs of others. Clara was more curious than many of her people.

So when the one that oozed a mild aura of anger approached the woodline she jumped at the chance to get a closer look. At first, she thought the foolish creature was going to touch the Saluik tree, she almost gasped in alarm. The oil was highly toxic to anything in the forest. That was when she had almost been spotted. She had realized her mistake almost immediately, covering the offending piece of metal before the creature stopped. She waited, unmoving while the thing surveyed the area around her to see what had caught its attention.

She was ready just in case it did discover her. Blowgun in hand with an oil tipped dart. Thinking on it now she wasn't sure how effective Saluik oil would be against the creature. She was contemplating making a run for it when the creature finally turned away and headed back towards the others, near the shore. Instead of sighing in relief, she moved to another location a little farther away, while still keeping an eye on the strangers.

***

I got an itch on the back of my neck as I walked away from the forest. It felt like something was out there watching me. Perhaps that is what I had spotted, a buckle or piece of metal. Whatever, if it wanted to stay hidden than so be it. As long as it didn't attack us I would let it be unless ordered otherwise.

"Alright, the report is finished," William said looking up and down the shore. He seemed to be mulling over a decision.

"While not ideal, I'm going to split the team into two. One will head upstream the other down. We need to find a less congested path through this forest," he said, waving at the dense growth of trees, "this will save us time and the upper brass wants results within the hour. Paul, you're with me, the others head upstream. Use your best judgment and meet back here in forty minutes."

The other three acknowledged their orders and started jogging in the opposite direction.

William turned to me, "Lead the way," he said in an oh too friendly voice.

I sighed internally. So would he try to make his play, was that it? Or was he just testing me again, or perhaps hoping a strong enough creature came by and just tore me to pieces? Nothing I could do about it as I was bound by orders and the collar. For all I knew, he could order me to just stand there while a hungry chipmunk decided I would make a good meal. 'Death by a million bites,' I thought. Although, that would be preferable to more torture under Sharla.

We moved downstream and I kept my eyes forward but occasionally out of the corner of my eye I would catch the rustle of a bush or a shadow flitting between trees. Eventually, I lost track of whatever it was as the forest seemed to get even thicker if that was possible. After ten minutes of almost flat out running, I was slightly breathing heavier than normal. William seemed to be in about the same condition so I guessed our endurance was nearly on par. This gave me a good baseline to estimate his other attributes.

With him being level 8 I knew he only had the one boost to stats. Unless he just so happened to go through a horde dungeon as I had; highly unlikely. I also knew his speed wasn't up to par with mine but it was close, even with my buff active. Knowing this and the fact that he had 25 points to distribute I took a guess at his stats.

I figured he probably spent three or four points in strength, probably little in either Intelligence or wisdom since his class didn't need the stats. Probably four in agility. I wasn't sure about perception but he seemed like the type to mix perception and agility with his combat style. So let's say five in perception, charisma was another one I figured he placed a few points in probably five.

It was the only thing that I could think of to explain how his slaves liked him so much, other than paying out credits on encounters. That would only get you so far with someone you forced into servitude.

He likely had sixteen endurance, being able to keep up with me. So six points there. That left him with two points to place in either luck or the other two assuming I was correct. Time would tell if I was way off on my assumptions or not. If I was close to being correct he would be a far stronger fighter than I would, since I spread my points across all my stats. My advantage was with my magic and healing. I could easily outlast, maybe even out damage him in the right circumstances.

I would catalog this information along with all my other observations while being a slave. I never knew when a small piece of information would become useful. This newfound ability to store information had only been possible with my high intelligence. At first, I hadn't even noticed but the more information I took in the more I realized something had changed. I didn't have perfect recall but I forgot far less and also was able to sift through data and connect seemingly disparate pieces into a whole. It wasn't that it made me smarter, just perhaps more aware of everything and how it fits together.

I stopped my musing as we got back to jogging downriver. We got to an area where the river curved to the south until it ran out of sight.

"This will work," William said surveying the shoreline.

It was a rather shallow and wide shoreline, easy for the caravan to move down at least for a dozen miles or so. To me, it spoke of frequent floods but I kept those thoughts to myself. If I got lucky maybe the entire caravan would be washed away by a flash flood. Somehow, I doubt my luck was that good, but a man could hope.

"We have ten more minutes. Let's keep going and see where it leads, when we meet up with the others we can explore the rest. There has got to be a way around or through this forest," William said to himself.

We didn't end up finding any way through in the time we had so we headed back to the rally point. The others had also been unsuccessful as the forest started to butt up against the foothills leading to the mountain range farther west. William decided that downstream was the best option. We would have to camp along the shore again but at least we were on the correct side of the river this time.

He made his report and we ran back down the river. This area was odd, not a single sighting of monsters or other intelligent races, other than my possible encounter with one earlier. I suspected that there was something odd about this particular forest that kept most creatures at bay. Once we got to our furthest explored area we slowed to a walk. I could hear occasional snippets of conversation among the group but I tuned them out as I kept a wary eye on the forest and shore.

Another twenty minutes went by as we walked along the shore, the forest was still as ever-present as it was at the beginning of our trip and the river was still heading in a southerly direction. It took another hour of scouting before we found a path leading away from the beach and through the foreboding woods. While not ideal to stop the caravan here, William chose to stake out the spot letting the caravan know it was a good place to stop. He chose to leave Gus at the stake while we again split into two teams. The Branch's went down the shore and William and I headed into the forest along the grassy path.

Immediately I got a different feeling about the river of grasses that surrounded us versus the forest. It wasn't a good feeling. I made sure to keep my eyes open for any possible threats. It didn't take long before I saw a section of grass rustling off to the right. William was the first to strike, dashing forward and impaling a bird-like animal. It was about hip height on me with a large sharp beak and razor-sharp claws on its legs. It didn't appear to have any wings or arms but it did sport a short tail covered in barbs that leaked a green substance.

The injured bird snapped at William and his spear with its deadly beak, all the while trying to swing its tail around to try and jab the barbs into his skin.

"Keep an eye out, and warn me if you spot any more," William said as he fought with the beast.

I scanned the grass, seeing three more wave trails heading our way.

"Three more coming from the left," I said, forced to comply with his orders.

"Keep them busy or deal with them until I finish here."

I wasn't sure why he was having such a hard time with a single opponent until I used Identify on it.

Venomous Rock Harpy | Level 14

It wasn't what I would picture a Harpy to look like. It didn't resemble anything from Earth literature. 'Not really important at the moment,' I thought, looking towards William. I guess that was just his luck to get an enemy six levels above his own to fight. Hopefully, I got luckier I thought, readying myself. I cast Imbue on my staff choosing Wind as the element. I then whipped out a low Stunning Gust, bisecting the path of the three incoming targets.

The Imbued strike tore up the long grass in a six-foot-wide path. I managed to even strike the last in line, carving a bloody gash across the beast. The spell effect took hold, making it slide to the ground stunned, piled in the broken grass from my attack.

The other two broke free from the tall grass, looking momentarily perplexed until they spotted me. I used Identify to see what I was dealing with.

Venomous Rock Harpy | Level 11

Venomous Rock Harpy | Level 12

The lead beast let out a deafening screech and I had to drop my staff and cover my ears to prevent them from being damaged. Then the two creatures sprinted at me. I shook off the effects of the spell. Hitting the first harpy with an Earth Fist that he ran into at full speed, due to his mad dash to rip me apart. It let out a wet croak as it tumbled head over heels from the force of the impact. I tried to Multicast another Earth First at the second one to give myself time to retrieve my weapon but the creature side-stepped the attack, jumping at me with impressive speed.

I twisted out of the way as the creature flew at me, its beak clamping down just inches from my arm with an audible snap. I turned my twist into a roll, managing to get my weapon just in time to deflect another jumping attack. This one aimed at raking me with its deadly claws. I was forced to duck under the swing from its tail as it pushed itself off my armor, flipping in the air to land back on its feet.

Six claw marks were now visible on my new armor. The fabric covering the metal plates ripped. Exposing the blank sides of my rune enchanted pieces. The armor had held though, so I could hardly complain.

The harpy clicking its beak closed as it circled me, occasional chirps coming from its mouth. I really wished I could pull Bella out and use her assistance but I wanted to keep her a secret if possible. I knew I might be in a bit of trouble when I heard an answering chirp behind me.

Without turning I dove to the side, slicing my staff through the air where I had been standing only a moment before. My intuition had been rewarded as I scored a deep slash across the Harpy's neck. It looked like the one I injured with my Earth Fist. I rolled to my feet just in time to block yet another blow from the first Harpy.

'Damn these things were persistent and cunning,' I thought.

Honestly, it was beginning to piss me off and I could feel the rage I locked down deep start to bubble up. The injured one was slow to get back up, kicking its legs out, all the while blood pumped from its wounds. I also had to keep an eye out for the third one that was shaking off the effects of my spell. A quick glance showed that William was still locked in combat with his beast. A line of blood on his leg from a gash caused by the Harpy he fought.

William was too close to allow me to use my AOE spells. I could let the man fall in battle but then I would have to fight four on one. I didn't have time to debate my choice. I choose to reveal my healing ability. I had wanted to keep it secret as long as possible but being forced into this fight I had no choice. I cast Rejuvenate on William, deciding to keep Healing Touch available for myself.

***

William felt the refreshing healing energies flow through his body. He almost made a fatal mistake and turned his head to look at Paul in shock but stopped himself. Taking his eyes off his opponent would be suicide. How was he just now realizing the man had healing abilities as well. It didn't take him long to realize the man had been holding out on him. Clever little bastard.

He could force the man to tell him all of his skills but that might anger his master and he didn't want to risk that. He decided to let the man keep his little secrets. Now that he knew he could heal as well, he would make sure to get more use out of the man. It was only fair since he didn't earn any experience from that particular slave.

William struck out at the Harpy, using his Mirror ability to multiply his strikes, scoring three deep gashes on the beast.

***

Good, William had been smart enough to keep his focus on the fight and not be distracted by my healing. It had been a calculated risk but I needed him to stay in the fight, I didn't think I could fight four of these creatures off at once without my AOE skills. Even then it would be a close fight.

All of the active effects on my staff had fizzled out when I was forced to drop it. I managed to recast, Impact, and Flurry. Imbue was down for the hour and I didn't feel the need to waste 175 mana to recast Imbue using Multicast.

The Harpies circled me, the injured one finally getting to its feet. I saw the third one manage to extricate itself and start running my way. I needed to end this fight. I looked away from the uninjured one to provoke a response and I wasn't disappointed. As soon as my head turned it leaped at me. I had been prepared for this, casting Blink Step as soon as I turned.

I bashed the jumping harpy out of the air with my staff, casting Earth Fist to produce a sharp spike of rock that impaled the beast as it crashed down. Next, I blurred towards the injured Harpy from before, taking its head off with the bladed end in one smooth cut. With three seconds left I dashed at the final harpy, lashing out with Flurry as it tried to skid to a stop and bring its clawed feet to bear. It never got the opportunity as my staff cut through it eleven times leaving a bloody hunk of meat behind. I was getting better with my accuracy but had still missed two of the strikes on the small creature.

I turned to go finish off the impaled beast. It kicked feebly to try and extricate itself from the pillar of stone that jutted through its torso. Before I arrived William appeared and stabbed it through the head, ending it. He flicked the blood from his spear and gave me a knowing grin. I just returned it with a blank stare. After the fight, he decided this path might be too dangerous to take a caravan through, but he would leave the decision up to the higher-ups.

            

    
        Chapter 40: Forest Kin

    
    
    
    
                Our little scout group waited around the area until the rest of the caravan arrived, three hours later. I was called back to setup Sharla's tent and then left to my own devices for the rest of the day. Since it was around supper time I found where they served meals to slaves. Had a quick dinner and found a quiet place to just be alone. I had only been ordered to stay within five miles of the camp and return at night.

It was surprisingly generous of Sharla to allow me this freedom but I didn't believe her charity for one minute. Instead, I took the opportunity to get as far from the camp as I could for as long as I could. I would also test this imposed range limit and see what happened. It would be important to know in the future. I knew I would likely get punished for this act, so I needed to make it worth the pain. To make my intentions less clear I walked upstream of the camp. When I was out of sight of anyone I ducked into the dense forest and just kept going.

The forest was peaceful if a bit unnervingly quiet. I walked until I felt a searing pain on my neck followed by my choking. This was what it felt like to knowingly disobey orders, it was much worse than accidentally disobeying. I quickly retreated until I was well within my proscribed limit. Now I knew what would happen, lesson learned.

I found a fallen tree that I decided to use as a table. The top had been worn flat through years of rot and exposure, leaving it only slightly humped. Kneeling in the dirt I pulled out my carving tools, setting them on the trunk. Next, I pulled out the metal scraps. Setting the ones I made this morning to the side.

I had a feeling rune-crafting would be paramount to my survival. For this to happen I needed to improve greatly, practicing it anytime I could do it secretly. To accomplish this I needed to test as many combinations as I could. Whether this led to more efficient runes, stronger runes, or even better combinations of runes, time would tell.

For the first test I decided to reverse what I did this morning, making a big trinity knot using fewer repeating runes, and a small knot with as many as I could feasibly fit in. I only had so many pieces of metal to test with. Plus I had to do this all the while keeping an awareness of my surroundings just in case.

Nothing came to bother me as I finished, the first example being the easier of the two. I set it aside and started on the more complex one. My hands were a bit sore by the time I finished the intricate work, having to pause a few times to scan my surroundings. The lines weren't quite as clean as I would like but considering how small I had to draw the runes it wasn't surprising. I examined both plates with Identify to see the results.

As I had expected, the larger one showed no noticeable improvement over early attempts. However, the more complex smaller design was almost as good as the larger more complex one I made in the morning. So that meant the more symbols I could fit in the design the stronger it would become, to an extent. There seemed to be an upper limit, at least with this style of runes and design. I hadn't done much with the other styles, like the hieroglyphics. I was the most comfortable with the Celtic and Norse style or runes. I did know the hieroglyphics would work though. The iconography had been added to my runic knowledge base after I read through the book. It's just that the overall knowledge of what they did or how they could be put together was lacking. The book I had didn't cover that. I set the plates down, picking up another blank one to try adding a fourth rune to the mix.

I took a while to look through my runic catalog to see what rune to add. I decided on support, hoping it would improve all the other runic properties. I carved a simple trinity knot with the added rune to match the simple large one I made earlier for a comparison. When I finished I went to grab the other to compare it to, noticing that the plate was gone. I looked around my side of the fallen log, not seeing the piece anywhere. I knew it couldn't have fallen on the other side as the trunk sloped towards me.

My first urge was to pull my staff out from my ring to defend myself. I stopped myself. If whatever creature took the plate hadn't harmed me while I was distracted there was little need to worry. I cleared my throat hoping the System would translate, "Excuse me, could I have my plate of metal back for a bit. I need to check something, then you can keep it if you wish."

***

Clara knew she was being foolish by following the creatures but since they didn't enter the forest she had been reasonably sure of her safety. Then the one who almost spotted her earlier had simply walked alone into the woods. That had surprised her, what had astounded her though was something about this man kept the beasts of her home wood at bay. They would not come within a hundred yards of the stranger. So she had risked following it, watching as it stopped at a fallen log to do something.

It seemed distracted by whatever it was doing, so she had slowly approached until she could make out what it was up to. Then she spotted the precious metal plates it had lain out across the fallen tree. That would explain somewhat of the forest denizens reluctance to come too close to this individual, but not all. She needed to find out why; so as the man started working again she stole up quietly and grabbed one of the metal pieces. She managed to get back to her hiding location and look at the strange design before the creature stopped.

It didn't take it long to figure out something was missing but it didn't seem upset by it either. It did call out and ask her to return it. This left Clara with a choice to make. She could run but she had seen the man enter and exit the grassy wastes which no Kin had crossed into and returned. Her other option was to see what the stranger would do.

***

I watched as a three-foot-tall bipedal creature with features reminiscent of an ant appeared from a nearby bush. It had dark brown coloring with two large black eyes and a small mouth with two short pincers. It had four arms, although, its inner set appeared to just hang limply for the most part. While its upper arms seemed to be covered with carapace, the rest of its body was soft like flesh. One hand held a short tube about eight inches long and the other held my plate. It wasn't wearing clothes but for an assortment of crisscrossing leather straps, held together with buckles of metal. With small bits of metal strips affixed here and there in the leather.

At first, I thought the random metal was decoration but this didn't appear to be the case as most were covered from view. Realizing this is what I must have seen earlier in the day, a glint off of one of these bits of metal. It showed the creature was intelligent as it had taken strides to cover the pieces to prevent being spotted. Another sign was the fact that it was holding out my piece of metal. I slowly reached for the piece as to not scare the creature.

"Thank, you," I said, quickly checking the stats to compare vs my new piece. What I found was odd, my new piece yielded no bonus at all. I handed the piece back to the creature while I mulled over the issue. I was broken from my musing by the creature.

"Klara," it said, clacking the word out making a snapping noise sounding like Kla-ra.

I realized this must be the creature's name, so I responded in kind putting my hand to my chest.

"Paul," I said, then pointed to her, "Kla-ra."

It was difficult to duplicate the sound properly, but I think I did a decent job.

Clara winced at the creatures butchering of her name but ignored it, instead focussing on her goal.

"What, this?" Clara said pointing to the design.

He wasn't sure how much he wanted to share his ability to craft runes so he decided to be vague.

"Magic, it helps protect."

***

Clara now knew why the beasts of the forest stayed away, this was like the totem that protected her village or the small talisman that she wore while she hunted. It was a design she had never seen before and was many times more effective at warding an area from the beasts. She wanted to keep it but she had nothing to trade the visitor for the item. Even just the metal alone was worth all of her other talismans. She decided to see if the stranger would trade with her anyway.

***

"I keep, you take," Kla-ra said, pulling off the little bits of metal adorning her straps.

I was about to wave her off saying she could just have it when my eyes fell across the items she held. On the backside were carvings. I realized they were runes but not any earth-based rune.

"Can I see," I said pointing to the metal pieces.

Kla-ra nodded and handed me the item to Inspect.

Rune of Stealth added

Rune of Silence added

Rune of Growth added

The first two I could understand but the third I wasn't sure of until I looked at Kla-ra.

'Wait, was she slightly smaller now?' I thought. I wonder if this had any effect on her strength?

Sure enough, she was, her slightly looser straps are what gave it away. Not sure I would ever need to make myself larger if it didn't boost my stats, but maybe I could find a use for the rune at some point. I knew there was a Celtic rune for growth, but my tests with it never made anything bigger. She was about to pack away the piece of metal before I stopped her.

"Wait," I said grabbing the better design, "Take this one instead it is stronger."

She looked at the smaller plate dubiously at first before examining the tightly packed runes. I also let her keep the items she was trying to trade me. Letting her know that I got my value from the knowledge of the design. She tried a few times to get me to take them but I refused and eventually she gave up trying to get me to accept. Instead, she pinned them back to her straps.

"Perhaps you can trade me some more knowledge instead?" I said.

She shrugged, at least I think it was a shrug, "You ask, I answer if can."

It was good enough for me.

"What do you call yourself?"

"I Kla-ra," she said looking at me dubiously.

"Um, no... like what do your people call themselves, others like you?"

"We Kin," she replied.

"Can you tell me about your people?"

"No," was all I got in response. Ok.

"What about the forest, the creatures? The strange grass area?"

"Forest large, many creatures, many dangerous creatures... all fear your metal... your magic, stay well clear. Grass river not part of forest, come with new world. Creatures there not fear talisman, or magic but do not leave river of grass."

Well, that explained the lack of creature sightings in the forest and also why the grass area felt so out of place. I decided to ask even though I wouldn't mention it to anyone.

"Is it safe to travel through your forest?"

"You, yes. Those with you, no."

I would keep that in mind for later. We talked for a bit longer. I asked her about the oily trees and found out they coated their darts in the substance to take down prey. I was glad I hadn't stuck my hand in a potentially lethal substance. After a while, she began to grow agitated and I told her she could leave if she wished. She did just that, seeming to blend into the forest. Her runes of stealth and silence working wonders.

'Shit, I forgot to scan the creature,' I thought. I was so caught up in the conversation it completely slipped my mind. I kicked myself mentally for missing out on the chance to see what level and class Kla-ra was. Perhaps we would meet again.

A minute or so later I heard the unmistakable sounds of someone walking towards me. I quickly packed up all my gear before Sharla came into view. She looked pissed. When nobody in camp could point out where I had gone. It caused her to come to get me herself, by activating the tracking magic within my collar. I knew I was going to pay for my transgression.

I suffered for my hubris that night, after the beating, she told me to walk in a circle around the camp until morning. By the time the sun rose above the horizon I was dead on my feet. Luckily it wasn't our team's turn to scout. I got to rest a few hours after Sharla decided to release me from her previous orders. The only person to blame was me, I knew taking creative license with her orders could come back to bite me. I wasn't sure what I learned offset the pain I endured. I needed to try and stay on the woman's good side or at least not stir her ire. I was getting the distinct impression that she had very little control over her emotional state.

            

    
        Chapter 41: Final Destination

    
    
    
    
                The days seemed to blur together as we marched south. It took another three days of walking to clear the massive forest of the Kin. Beyond that were a wasteland of burned-out homes, buildings, and cars. Despite our travel time and distance, we had only just made it to Milwaukee. The city had experienced something apocalyptic, even more so than the System appearing. As very little was left standing, short of a few sections of the highway. We moved quickly around the outskirts of the urban area, keeping an eye out for any possible hostiles.

There were the occasional people, that fled at the first sight of our caravan. At first, riders were sent out to capture any survivors. When they never returned the group moved even quicker to clear the area. We were heading between two burned-out buildings along a rural road when we were ambushed

Screaming men and women poured from the structures, heedless of their own safety. At least I thought they were men and women at first. As they got closer I noticed their vacant black eyes and mouths full of razor-sharp teeth. As soon as they were close enough I used Identify.

Day Walker | Level 6

The rest appeared to be the same creature of levels between three and nine. There even appeared to be children in the mix. All were emaciated, wearing ripped and threadbare clothing.

"Filthy undead!" I heard Sharla roar as she struck out with a fireball. The spell streaked towards one of the groups of Day Walkers, exploding amongst them. It was super effective. The spell set a dozen aflame and scattered the rest from the shockwave.

"Paul, get out there and deal with the rest on that side, the rest of you fight the others."

I don't know what the woman expected. There were over twenty undead remaining in the group she ordered me to attack. I just pulled out my staff and got to work, not like I had a choice. Using imbue I tried to cast healing, light, or holy damage. Apparently, those didn't count as elements I could imbue. Oh well, they seemed to be weak versus fire, I activated that instead. The ends of my staff burned with fire as I cast the spell, Blink Stepping into the center of the group, I cast Eye of the Storm. I always wanted to see a fire tornado, just not from the inside.

The spell acted a bit differently than usual as the flames from my staff enhanced it. The air outside seemed to be sucked upward as the fire spread vertically sucking everything within the 10-meter area of the spell inside the flaming vortex of death. The heat was intense causing me to take a few points of damage every second I held the spell. I kept the pyre going for a full ten seconds burning through 250 mana, but it was worth it. With my bonus damage to undead and evil creatures with my titles, I did nearly 380 damage to all twenty before the spell cut out. This was enough to kill most of the undead. The rest died as they fell out of the sky, still on fire.

The area was deathly quiet for a few seconds before I heard laughing and clapping. Turning I saw that it was coming from Sharla.

"I knew you were something special," she said, "just magnificent, the chaos you produce is phenomenal, truly a spectacle to behold," she continued, her clapping ringing through the silence.

The rest of the caravan looked at me with either horror or quiet calculation, probably asking themselves if they could win against me.

***

Dominique eyed the newest acquisition of Sharla's. He was smart enough to fear her meteoric rise in power but that didn't mean he needed to like it. He had been assigned to her by the council, to keep her in line. Now that she had her new puppet he wasn't sure how well he could accomplish that task anymore.

He knew from watching the battle at the Bazaar that the man was a capable fighter, and the female he had cut down, had been decent as well; truly a pity that a slave could not be recollared after they escaped. She was such a lovely little thing and would have made a good concubine.

Now he had to find a way to deal with this Paul, nobody had any real clue what his class was capable of. Asking him was out of the question as he would likely tell Sharla about the query. Seeing just this small demonstration proved it was capable of a large amount of destruction. He would keep an eye on the man.

Dominique would report his findings to his bosses and let them decide what should be done about the man. As far as he was concerned the woman people started calling the Black Queen should be put in a collar as well.

Despite Sharla's status and her father's ability with the collars, they weren't among the top ranks of the Black Dragon sect, despite what anyone at the lower levels thought. Those spots were reserved for the bosses that bankrolled the sect's creation.

Sharla's father was a glorified scientist that resided at the upper level. To all those not in the loop, he was the de facto leader of the sect. Very few people within the organization knew the true hierarchy. Why lead from the top when you could lead from the shadows. Let the fools think what they wanted, for now. When the time was right the true leaders would take their place. Until then he had to keep the spoiled brat in check.

***

The caravan had finally left the Milwaukee Metro Wasteland as it had come to be called, by more than one soul within the group. Some had also called it the Soulless Lands because of all the undead that inhabited the husk of a once major city. No answer had become clear as to why the city was leveled. I heard speculation that some grand necromantic spell had been used. It didn't matter, the city was a wasteland, overrun by the undead.

The fighting had not been all that difficult but it had become tedious towards the end, with undead of all sorts popping up to attack the warm living flesh within their group. Luckily no Crypt Lords or stronger undead showed up. Perhaps they were deeper inside the city.

Once the caravan leaders realized the undead were easy pickings we slowed to a crawl. People wanted to level, so they sent the slaves out to clear the surrounding area of the undead. I was held back for the most part because Sharla wanted to keep me near her now. She was parading me about like a shiny new toy.

'At least she wasn't beating me,' I thought.

The rest of the trip was rather uneventful. Scouting groups would be sent ahead of the column to either kill or capture whatever caught their interest. They added at least a hundred new slaves in the following three days of travel. Only once did Sharla send me out to deal with a particularly reticent person.

"Look man, I'm just doing what I'm told, I have no choice in the matter," I said, ducking a bolt of molten rock.

"You and your cronies can fuck off, I would rather die than be a slave!" the man replied savagely.

I sighed, it would be so much easier if I could just kill this man and move on, but they wanted the mage alive. Magmamancer was an advanced class and magic users, in general, were not as common as I thought they would be.

"Look dude, this is going to go down one of two ways. Either you come willingly or I beat you into submission."

I dodged another volley of molten arrows, guess I got my answer. I was chosen for this task because I could heal the man if I injured him too severely. I could wear the man down, eventually, he would run out of either stamina or mana. Looking at the strongly built, tall black man my guess was on his mana running out first.

"Fine let's just get this over with," I said, whipping out a Stunning Gust.

He reacted, throwing up a barrier made from hot stone in front of him. I used his barrier to my advantage. Casting Earth Fist on his barrier, causing it to spear out towards him. He dove to the side to avoid my attack. I finally had a reason to use my new spell, Banshee's Wail. I opened my mouth, letting out a piercing scream that made the very air shudder and warp.

The man was caught off guard by the spell and was blown backward as the wavefront slammed into him. There he lay with a glassy look in his eyes. I quickly walked over and kneeled next to the stunned man.

"Sorry dude, nothing personal," I said, clamping the slave collar around his neck. I took the opportunity to use Identify. Sharla had finally let me have access to all my status as a reward for good behavior. She still held off on my skill points but maybe if I behaved, I could earn that as well. The first thing I did was turn back on the name function. Even if I didn't know the names of the people I killed, the faces still haunted my dreams. So there was no point having it turned off.

Jamal Redford | Magmamancer | Level 10

He was surprisingly well leveled for a loner. I looked around at the area the man had been found in. Rocky ledges jutted from the ground, surrounding a two-story house. Only a small entry tunnel broke the continuous wall, a destroyed gate lying nearby. The first group to discover the odd landscape had blown open the entry, only to be set upon by Jamal here. I could still see the smoking corpses, lying under a layer of hardening rock. I wouldn't be shedding a tear for that group, they had all been Black Dragon initiates. I guess that's what they were called, I was still learning all of the minutiae of how the sect operated.

I healed the man's injuries and waited for him to awaken. It only seemed fair, instead of having him wake up to a sect member barking orders at him.

"Wha... What the hell!" Jamal said, bolting upright. Of course, he tried to cast his devastating magic on me but failed, the collar preventing him from acting without orders. A member came by a few minutes later to retrieve us. After we arrived back in camp that was the last I spoke to Jamal. The man glaring at me the entire way. I understood his anger but there wasn't anything I could do about it.

After capturing Jamal, we made quick time on the rest of the journey. I could see the familiar Chicago skyline in the distance, perhaps less than five miles away. It was nearing sunset so the scouts found a place for us to set up camp.

It was quite eerie seeing a large city devoid of light. I looked closer, realizing that wasn't entirely true. I could see a couple of areas of brightness, that I would associate with light pollution. I guessed that at least one of those was our destination.

Our camp was set up in an abandoned shopping center. Groups of guards were positioned at every entrance and even a few on the roof. I guess being this close to Chicago, they didn't want to take any chances of their enemies discovering us. I guess by default they were my enemies as well now.

Morning came fast, especially when I was allowed to sleep through the night. What little sleep I got with the constant nightmares now plaguing my rest. Sharla was busy meeting with other Black Dragon members, dealing with caravan business since we were so close to our destination.

I was left to my own devices. Not that I could do much, she had ordered me not to leave the store.

I didn't think we would be here much longer. Scouts had been sent out early in the morning to rendezvous with the main enclave. We were only waiting for the scouts to return, to know if the rest of the route was clear of enemy forces.

Since I was being left alone I might as well improve my rune crafting. It was a lot harder to find a quiet spot to work with this many people jammed into the shopping center. The woman's bathroom turned out to be the perfect hiding spot. Sure there were women in the caravan but without running water nobody used the actual bathrooms.

I slipped inside the room. The door needed to remain ajar a bit, to let some light from the main area in. It was enough to barely see by. I wanted to test something I had been thinking about since I met the Kin. The strange rune I thought wouldn't do me much good kept percolating through my thoughts. If it worked I might just have a way out of slavery.

I couldn't exactly test it on my collar though. For one it was not the same item as the older style collars. My orders also prevented me from damaging the collar. Since I didn't know if my runes would damage it, I couldn't exactly use it as a test piece. I also couldn't use the old method I employed by melting the collar down. The rune also wouldn't let me shrink out of the collar, their magic letting them fit snuggly to any size neck.

I pulled out one of the old-style collars. I had a few, given to me by Sharla in case I needed to capture more people for her. I also pulled out a scrap bit of metal to perfect the design on first.

            

    
        Chapter 42: Black Dragon Stronghold

    
    
    
    
                My crafting time was shortly interrupted. I could hear frantic activity from outside the door. I hastily packed away my gear and went to see what the commotion was about. It looked like everyone was packing up and preparing to head out. I could see a new group of individuals by the main entrance talking with Sharla. I decided to make my way over to listen in.

"Mistress Cotton, so good of you to return. We had thought you lost to the wilds." a man wearing formal business attire said, in a haughty tone.

Just looking at Sharla, I could see her ire building. I made sure to stay out of her line of sight.

Surprisingly she kept her feelings contained.

"Yes, well we had some delays. Nothing that I couldn't handle though."

The man's gaze roamed over the remains of Sharla's troops. A significant amount had been lost to fighting in the north.

The man let out a disdainful snort, "Yes, I can see you only brought back the dregs. Perhaps next time you will have more luck in your endeavors."

Sharla was clenching her hands so tight I could see blood beginning to seep from where her fingernails dug in.

"I weeded the chaff from my command, only bringing the strongest fighters and slaves back," she responded tartly.

"How odd, I recall the missive saying to return with anyone past level ten, yet I can tell just by looking there are quite a few here, under that level. Perhaps you need to be removed from command if you can't follow simple orders."

Sharla's hand started glowing with power after the man's insult. The man just looked at it and smiled. With a snap of his fingers, I felt a wave wash over me. Sharla's hand no longer glowed. I checked my buffs, they were all gone. The man had dispelled all magic within an area. No wonder he didn't fear Sharla.

"Calm your temper Mistress Cotton, you wouldn't want to make an egregious error on your first day back, now would you. Your father is waiting. I suggest you gather the remains of your people and get them to the compound as quickly as possible. There are enemy patrols about, but even your low-level slaves should be sufficient to handle the forces."

The man turned and left, taking his retinue of ten along with him. I was about to do the same when I felt a hot gaze land on me.

"Paul...come here!"

I gulped but complied, making sure my face was a mask of stone. I walked over to the seething woman.

"Would you have stepped in to protect me, if Darius attacked? Don't lie to me."

Shit, I had no choice but to tell her the truth.

"No, mistress."

"What if I ordered you to kill him?"

"If you ordered it, I would give my life in the attempt mistress."

It would be a failed attempt, I knew that. Even if I thought I could take the man, which I didn't. The collar would prevent me from harming him.

She back-handed me across the face with all her strength, her gauntlet ringing as it hit me. She was a small woman but she knew how to hit. I collapsed to the floor my jaw dislocated from her strike. She was stronger than she looked. I suspected she had an item that enhanced her strength.

"Fix yourself, and pack up my stuff."

I rose to comply before she struck me again.

We were on the road ten minutes later. All the slaves either in front, back, or to the sides of the column. I guess they meant to protect the important people inside a ring of fodder. It was all rather pointless as no enemies appeared. We arrived at a large barricade between two buildings.

They had managed to pour a concrete wall twenty feet high, spanning the entire width of the road. Two watchtowers sat on either corner, able to watch the gate as easily as down the cross street. At least ten people patrolled those towers. Another two stood in a third post above the gate. Thick Iron bars ran vertically with a few inches in between them. A large iron crossbar sat across the inside. As we approached I saw this crossbar retract to one side with a whirring sound.

I recognized that sound from the mana engines the Army was using. Now that I looked closer, I could see spotlights on the guard posts.

We passed through the gates. The guards eying us just as much as they eyed the streets. We walked another two blocks before we came to a parking structure, turned barracks. The slaves were all ushered inside to be redistributed among the rank and file, or placed where they were needed. I went to follow but was stopped when Sharla grabbed me.

"Oh, no. You need to come with me. I need to meet with my Father, and we need to get your collar situated."

"Yes, mistress," I replied, following along behind her.

I couldn't catch a break today, and it seemed like Sharla was on edge. This didn't bode well for my situation for tonight. We made our way past the parking structure, having to go another block up. All of the buildings in this area were at least five stories tall, if not more. The one we headed towards looked to be about twelve stories tall. It was hard to tell with the glass facade. One thing did stand out about this particular building. It was fully lit up. I could see lights coming from inside the lower windows on the shaded side of the building.

Sharla made her way directly to the main entrance. Four guards stood outside. They watched us but otherwise didn't interfere with our entrance. It was strange watching Sharla head straight for the elevators. It made sense though, the entire lobby had electricity. The doors on the elevator opened quietly and I followed her in. I was going to stand behind her but she stopped me.

"From now on when you are with me you are to act as my guard. That means you will protect me from any direct threats by being a shield. If I am in an important meeting you will remain quietly behind me but within striking distance of anyone that might wish me harm."

She seemed to hesitate on the next bit, "While you are protecting me I release you from your bond not to harm anyone wearing the Black Dragon armband. The only two people you are to never harm during that time is me and my Father. Am I clear?"

"Yes, mistress."

This choice of her's didn't change much for me, it just made me the sacrificial pawn in any inter-sect dispute involving her. Perhaps I could do something to widen this crack in the sect.

The elevator arrived at the top floor, opening to a large waiting area. A gorgeous slave woman sat behind a desk, greeting us as we arrived.

"Welcome back Mistress Cotton, Master Cotton has been waiting, please go in."

Sharla barely even acknowledged the woman as she strode towards two large black doors at the far end of the room. I followed in her wake, barely able to keep pace. She pushed the doors open, striding inside. I followed behind, closing the doors. Then I took up station near the doors remaining as still and silent as possible.

"Father!"

A stern, taller man looked up from his paperwork to take in his daughter. I didn't miss his glance and frown at my attendance. He got up, a large smile on his face and Sharla literally jumped into his arms. They hugged for a few seconds before the imposing man put her back down.

"You're late," he said in admonishment.

Sharla started to pout, "I had a few things to wrap up before I could return. I knew things here would be fine."

"That's not the point, my plans have a time table we must stick to for them to succeed."

The man put a finger to his lips before he headed over to his desk to press some sort of button. I couldn't see the item clearly but what I did see was some strange geometric patterns engraved across its surface. When the item activated it felt like my head was filled with cotton.

This must be an enchanted item. I remember Horace the merchant talking about them. I don't recall seeing any designs on the blades or other enchanted items we found, but the designs could have been cleverly hidden behind the grips or inside the clothing.

Thinking back to Fiona made my chest tighten. I had to work hard to push those feelings back down again. There would be time to mourn when I was free of these people.

"We can talk freely now. This item will prevent anyone from eavesdropping on us. I wanted you to return as quickly as possible because..."

The man stopped and looked at me, "Slave you will not utter or write a word that is spoken in this room today if you do so you will immediately end your life. Understood?"

"Yes, master Cotton."

The man stared at me for a few seconds, it felt like he was glancing at my soul to get a measure of me. After he was satisfied he went back to conversing with his daughter.

"The council is fed up with the slow progress we are making, I fear they might move to eliminate us soon if we can't make progress."

"That's absurd, it's their own damn fault that we are in the mess that we are in. If they hadn't stalled the activation of the node we would own this entire area by now."

Sharla was getting heated, her hands clenched again.

"Calm yourself, child. We both knew this day would come eventually. They have been nothing but a hindrance since we began. Unfortunately, we can't kill them. We don't have enough support within the sect to get away with it, yet. If we can take down the Sons of Autumn, or the Triad perhaps we will gain the favor we need."

I didn't know who these other two groups were but I could guess based on context.

Sharla hissed, "Like those fools could deal with them any better. Those religious nutjobs seem to multiply endlessly from what you told me. And who is the Triad?"

"They are the remnants of three groups, The Forsaken, Children of Dawn, and the remnants of the local army."

"Bikers, drug dealers, and corrupt soldiers, why are they such an issue?"

"They outnumber us four to one. They just can't match us in battle, not with our slaves leading the charge," he says, specifically looking towards me.

'Yeah, well fuck you too buddy,' I thought right back at him.

"Their numbers mean little when they flee from any engagement."

"They are not fleeing child, they are wearing us down, bit by bit."

"What about the last group?"

"We haven't managed to locate their base of operations yet. They keep doing hit and run attacks on all three groups. Eventually, one will find them and eliminate them from the board."

"Why don't we just do it."

"We could, but that wouldn't gain us the leverage we need. Nobody really sees them as a credible threat. I believe our best bet is to eliminate the Sons of Autumn. They are suicidal enough to engage our army in open combat."

"Fine, when do we engage them?"

"Soon, I need to get a measure of the reinforcements you brought with you."

Sharla gave me a shark-toothed smile. Well, that couldn't be good.

"Before we do that, who did you bring with you."

"Father, this is the man that broke my arm. I was able to capture him with one of those new styles of collars I told you about."

"Come here boy!" the man said in a commanding tone that brooked no argument.

I walked swiftly towards the man, stopping a few feet away. He slowly walked around me, his eyes going over my armor and my rings. I felt like a prized pig being inspected for slaughter.

"Your class?"

"Mantra Enchanter."

"Yes, I can clearly see that, stop playing dumb. What does your class do."

"Buffs, heals, and some AOE damage."

"Your weapon."

I pulled my war staff out from my ring.

He took it from my hand to inspect the item. All the while Sharla sat back and watched. He handed me back the weapon.

"What is your strongest attack ability?"

"Flurry of Blows."

"Demonstrate it for me."

I took a few steps back and activated the ability. I have no clue how it happened, one second he was standing off to the side the next he was in the path of my attack. Slapping away each strike of my staff. Then he hit me with his palm. I flew across the room, slamming into the wall. I crumpled to the floor, groaning in pain. I felt like I had been hit by a wrecking ball.

"Well, he survived, it's more than I can say for your last pet project."

I rolled over and tried to stand, failing miserably. I took a glance at the damage notice.

510 damage taken

That left me with only 35 hit points. And this was with all of my buffs active. Good god, how high leveled was he, I sure as hell wasn't going to risk scanning him to find out. As my senses returned I could hear Sharla giggling.

I healed my injuries before I attempted to stand again. Feeling my ribs pop back into place as the healing magic worked. I stifled any signs of pain as I rose.

The man watched me.

"I see you broke him," he said, turning to Sharla. Who stopped her giggling to look chastised at her father's tone.

"Take him down for his test."

"What about activating his collar?"

"I did it before our little fight, now go."

"Yes, Father."

            

    
        Chapter 43: Test

    
    
    
    
                I followed Sharla to the back of the parking structure where the slaves were housed. There was a cordoned off area surrounded by bleachers of all things. The stands were packed with people cheering on or booing the contestants. Others were watching from the upper levels of the parking structure. Occasionally I would see a light blue flash as a dome lit up. It appeared to surround the arena area, preventing any errant attacks from getting through.

"I want you to accept ten duels, you are not allowed to heal during the fights. If you lose I am going to be very upset... are we clear?"

"Yes, mistress."

I stepped into the ring, my first challenger approaching from the far side.

Carlos Santiago would like to challenge you to a duel, this is a non-lethal duel and combat will end when one combatant reaches 10% health. All health and mana is restored after the match ends

Before I accepted the request I checked his stats.

Carlos Santiago | Knife Fighter | Level 9

The man was sporting two wicked-looking short blades, I believe they were called kukri. The man twirled the knives expertly in his hands as he stalked around me. I accepted the match and the fight was on. I ran towards the man, my staff ready to intercept his blades. This would be a good chance to see how my skills measured up. I expected everyone in this arena was a hardened survivor.

Carlos was quick, slicing at me with his knives as he tried to get behind me. I slapped his knives away while trying to stab him. He deftly maneuvered his body away from my strikes, while continuously harassing me with attacks. I finally saw an opening, whipping my staff at his torso. The blow connected... to a clone made of smoke. I tried jumping back but felt a searing pain below my ribs. I managed to get the man back in view as I placed my hand over my wound. It came back covered in blood.

The man smiled cruelly. Flicking the blood from his blade. I guess I had my answer to how my skills measured up. Not very well. I couldn't afford to lose these fights. I returned the man's smile with a glare of my own. I spun my staff flicking it horizontally in front of me while casting Stunning Gust. The man ducked below my strike but that left him open for the Earth Fist I smashed into his stomach. The man grunted as the spike of earth lifted him from the ground.

I ran forward to try and capitalize on his impairment, only to have the man roll off the stone pillar. Slashing me in the leg with his blade as he fell away. I winced in pain as I hobbled backward. The man had a large gut wound from my attack but he wasn't out yet. He was down a blade though as he had to hold in his intestines.

The man was barely able to stand with his wound bleeding out, but still, he persisted. I decided just to keep out of range until he bled out. The man cursing me as a coward as I backed away every time he got close. It took another thirty seconds for the match to end as he bled out down to the duel's threshold. The man spit at me as he stalked off the stage. Most people were booing me as I walked off. 'One match down, nine to go.'

I reeled back as the man slammed his elbow into my face. This was my fifth match and I was getting tired, making more and more mistakes. I ducked the spiked mace aimed for my head, running to the side to get some range on the man. The man calmly turned towards me, swinging his mace back and forth.

I wiped the blood from my mouth, keeping an eye on the fighter. The man stomped down on the ground causing a wave of rocks to shoot towards me from the ground. I had to dash to the side to avoid his attack. He rushed towards me his mace glowing bright white. I was forced to cast Area of Denial as Blink Step was on cooldown. The man had forced me to use Blink Step twice already in this fight.

The mace crashed down on my barrier causing a flash of light to blind me. I blindly threw my staff out towards his direction. It crackled with electrical energy from Imbue. I felt the staff impact on something soft. The man let out a scream as his muscles locked up. I rubbed at my eyes trying to get my vision to return before the guy recovered. I realized something was wrong as my sight returned. Dust was floating around me.

I glanced at my buffs, whatever attack the man had used dispelled Area of Denial. I ran forward to finish off the fight.

I stumbled into my eighth fight. Two hours of fighting were dragging on my body's ability to stay standing. Most of my spells were on cooldown or I had been forced to Multicast them. This limited my options in this fight. These weren't the pathetic excuses of Black Dragon fighters I had fought before. No, these were highly skilled combatants, forged to this point by surviving countless battles or having previous experience in bloodshed. I quickly scanned the woman.

Sheila Hunter | Valkyrie | Level 12

She was an imposing woman, standing at over six feet, with a long braid of golden blond hair halfway down her back. She was wielding an axe in one hand and a round shield in the other. Both glowed slightly in the waning light. She didn't smile or try to taunt me as others had. No, she had the clinical look of a killer as she watched me. Her eyes seemed to catch every movement.

I readied myself as best as I could.

"You sure you want to do this in your state?"

I shrugged, not like I had much of a choice.

"I see," she stated as she walked out of the ring.

What the hell was going on. I watched her walk over to a few other people. One nodded her head and entered the ring. I decided to check the information on this one.

Moana Longview | Chemist | Level 6

Wait, were they sandbagging so I would win? She was also a non-combat class, why fight in the arena? Moana pulled out a rapier, giving it a flick. She gave me a half-smile and sent the duel request. I was more than happy to accept it. Moana looked to be of Polynesian descent, sporting a short afro on her five-foot frame. I saw the woman give an exhale as she put her sword up in a fencer's stance. Then she exploded across the arena at me.

I looked down at the sword sticking through my chest with disbelief. They played me, my rage overflowed. The woman must have expected the attack to end the fight, but she had missed my heart by the tiniest of margins as my armor deflected and absorbed a significant portion of the attack.

I screamed in her face, activating Banshee's Wail. The woman took it full in the face. Her ears bled as she was flung back with tremendous force. Nobody was meant to be that close when the spell was unleashed. I stomped towards her as blood poured from my wound. I didn't care, I only saw red. My staff was covered with rock and then fire as I double imbued it. Molten rock dripped from the blade, searing the ground and me as I neared my adversary.

Distantly I could hear people shouting but nothing would stop me from my goal. I reached the woman and was about to stab down, ending the wretch when my collar started to cause me excruciating pain. I tried to ignore it but the pain forced its way through my red haze of anger, managing to stay my hand. The woman recovered, her eyes going wide as she crawled back and away from my weapon.

All I could hear was the clapping and laughing coming from Sharla. She had stopped me, but why? Then I realized why, even if the match ended the molten stone would remain on my target, eventually, killing them. Oh god, I tried to force the anger back in the box but it refused to comply, it needed a target. That's when I spotted the Valkyrie step back into the ring. The Chemist having surrendered.

I exploded towards her as soon as the duel began. She held her shield up and I saw her blur forward two steps. A wall of air slammed into me, sending me tumbling off to the side but my rage would not let me back down. I slammed my staff into the ground activating Seismic Strike. The entire arena rippled with my attack, causing the woman to fall to a knee. I rushed forward activating Stunning Gust. Instead of a burst of air, my staff shot a bolt of molten rock at the woman.

I had to give her credit, she was quick on her feet, rolling away from my attack. I utilized Banshee's Wail again, my mana was dropping fast as I pulled out all my tricks. Sheila's shield glowed bright red as my attack battered against it. After the attack ended, she stood unharmed. She whipped her axe at me, forcing me to sidestep. Something felt off about this. She still had her hand outstretched. Then it hit me, literally, her damn axe hit me in the back.

I was sent sprawling to the ground. Bits of molten rock landing on me as it splashed up from my impact. I didn't care. The red haze was back. The impact had been just enough to knock my weapon from my grip, canceling my spells. I picked up the now magic free staff. I had just enough mana for Blink Step and Flurry. I blurred towards the focus of my hate and pummeled the woman into submission. She did her best to keep my strikes at bay but she couldn't match my Blink Step enhanced agility. I only knew the match was over when four men dragged me out of the arena.

Eventually, I was able to bottle my anger again. It was late so my last match would have to wait for tomorrow. I remember Sharla thanking a few people for their generous donations to her credits. Apparently, she had bet heavily on my matches. Now I knew why she didn't want me to lose.

The next day I was sore, but all my spells were reset so I was in a good position. I walked up to the arena, staff in hand, and buffs active. One last match and I was done with this nonsense. I scanned my opponent.

Obidiah Kooth | Monk/Juggernaught | Level 10

This couldn't be good. This man with his dual-class was essentially level thirty, and he was a slave. The crowd was going wild cheering for him as well. He didn't look like much. He was maybe five foot ten, with sandy colored hair sporting a few streaks of grey. He entered the ring with both hands casually behind his back. He also wore only a monk's robe of red with yellow accents. But you could feel the strength radiating from him. I didn't know if dual classes got double stat boosts at five and ten. If so he easily would outclass me in stats alone.

The match prompt came up and I readied myself. I hit accept and found myself flying across the arena to slam into a wall. I felt my ribs and back give from the impact. I only saw two things before I blacked out, the monk standing where I had been and a message.

You have lost the duel

Little did I know that this was Master Cotton's personal slave as well as the arena's current champion, undefeated champion, I might add. This didn't stop Sharla from punishing me for failure to follow her instructions.

            

    
        Chapter 44: Three months later.

    
    
    
    
                My team, well, not really my team but the team I was part of hid in the rubble of a collapsed building. We were getting ready to assault one of the Son's of Autumn outposts. This would hardly be my first encounter with the Church as most of us called them. I had plenty of old scars to tell of the fierce fights.

Over the months we had steadily pushed the Church back. The acolytes of the church would throw themselves into battle with a singular determination. This made them a dangerous foe to fight but also a predictable enemy.

Our goal today was to draw out the garrison force and eliminate them. While I wasn't the strongest or most capable fighter in the slave ranks, I had made a name for myself. When I let my rage out I could dominate my section of the battlefield.

My other plans had to be put on hold. Mostly because I never found the free time to work on my crafting. The fighting seemed to be non-stop. When I wasn't fighting I was training in the arena or protecting Sharla. This had improved my flexibility in combat by quite a bit but meant my plans took a hiatus. Hopefully, once we finished this campaign I would be able to rest awhile. The only other benefit I saw was finally hitting level 13. Sharla siphoned off so much of my experience that it had taken me two months just to level once. I took a glance at my stats.

Paul Fuller | Mantra Enchanter | Level 13 

Strength: 12(+2) modifier x14

Endurance: 16 modifier x32

Agility: 15(+2) modifier x14

Perception: 15 modifier x14

Intelligence: 19 modifier x32

Wisdom: 14 modifier x14

Charisma: 11 modifier x14

Luck: 14 modifier x14

HP: 512(563)

Mana: 608

Mana Regen(M): 196

Nothing earth-shattering there, although, Sharla had finally allowed me to pick my skills again. The first thing I did was use up the free slot I had from level twelve. That unused slot had bothered me for some time. I used it to finally pick up Elemental Defense.

Elemental Defense: Boosts elemental resistance by 20% for 30min for all allies within 20m, Cost 75 mana, cooldown 15min

The spell worked on me as well as all allies within its range. It had proven to be well worth taking as it reduced the damage I took from my spells. I'll be honest, my level thirteen skills were not the greatest.

Protection: Increases armor by 2, increase the chance of blocking, parrying, and evading strikes by 10% for 3 min for all ally within 20m, Cost 50 mana, cooldown 10 min

The spell was ok. It was definitely more effective when I was in a group like I am now, so I took it. The next spell was just weird.

Regenerating Rain: Healing waters instantly heal the target for 30 hp and 10 hp every 2 sec for 30 seconds, Cost 65 mana, cooldown 1min

At first, I wasn't sure about the spell. It cost more than my other healing spells while barely healing more than Rejuvenate, and significantly less than Healing Touch. Plus it poured rain on people from a small cloud that formed over their heads. I liked to use it on people I didn't like much. That was until I started to play around with the spell.

Turns out it synergized with my elemental imbuement to some extent. Having water active doubled the healing of the spell. If I added lightning the spell could block a few spells or arrows. Wind slightly boosted the speed of the person under the spell's effect. Fire and earth didn't seem to synergize with the spell as far as I could tell.

Regenerating Rain also seemed to wash scars away. It's one of the reasons I never used the spell on myself. Sharla liked my scars, and when they started to fade she would add new ones. I didn't need to give her any more reasons to do that.

I was shaken from my contemplation as a hand tapped my shoulder. I turned to see Sheila Hunter the Valkyrie pointing towards the outpost. Sheila had petitioned her owner to get me on their squad. She was impressed with my performance in the arena. The Valkyrie had managed to hit level fourteen a few days ago. She loved being on the front line, and my ability to heal and buff meant she could remain there longer.

I looked at the outpost. Five acolytes were coming out. We knew they would eventually. They made a weekly trip to the local Bazaar to secure provisions.

"You're up Paul, don't fuck this up." Gregorio Masterson said.

I glanced at my squad leader as he and the others made their way down the flight of stairs.

Gregorio Masterson | Strategist | Level 16

Good old Greg was your typical slave master. Treated us like shit, using us as he saw fit. I added the man to my kill list.

We were on the ruined third floor, mostly for the trick I was about to pull off.

I waited until the group of five neared the building. My staff was already imbued with earth and lightning. It was an interesting combination that added a mild stunning effect to my attacks. I took a running leap off the building, utilizing Blink Step and Godly Might. On the way down I activated Area of Denial and Seismic Strike.

I already knew that Seismic Strike had an increase in damage if I put more force into the impact point. I wondered how much more it would do with this combination.

The acolytes of the Sons of Autumn looked up as they heard my chanting. Some were preparing spells others were readying weapons. None were fleeing, they just didn't do that. I could also hear shouts coming from the outpost as their alarm bells started to ring. This all happened as I was falling towards the group.

They managed to get a few spells off that bounced off my shield before I struck the ground. It was like that scene from the popular movie, where the main character sinks into the concrete after falling from the building.

The ground under me sunk, or the area around me rose, I couldn't tell from my position. All I knew is a massive wave of rock radiated out from my impact point. The five men were catapulted into the air from the force of my spell. A few seconds later I heard five wet slaps as their bodies landed again. Two had died from the impact against the ground. The other three were down. I was completely unharmed, Area of Denial had absorbed the fall completely.

I didn't waste any time, running over to the downed acolytes and ending them before their reinforcements arrived. Twenty-five angry men and women boiled from the outpost to assault me. That little trick left me with 58 mana. I wasn't too concerned. I pulled out a mana potion, chugging it while the enemy threw spells and projectiles my way.

I had been given the item for this mission since I still wasn't allowed to shop in the Bazaar by myself. This brought my mana back up to 250 as my mana regen kicked in as well.

A bolt of blue light struck the front ranks of acolytes, causing some to fall over dead. This would be Lywin's ice bolt attack. I could feel the cold from her attack even this far away. I glanced over at her.

Anabelle Lywin | Glacial Shaman | Level 11

I hadn't realized she hit level eleven. Good for her.

The attack had been enough to disrupt the charge from the acolytes. Sheila took full advantage of this by doing a focused shield charge at the front ranks. Her axe going to town as she chopped down repeatedly. My rage was contained most days so I didn't need to get in on more of the action, but I did anyway.

I rushed towards the right flank of the attackers. Tony and Ben could handle the left side. I released Banshee's Wail as I got within range. Three of the five I targeted fell to their knees clutching their ears. The other two were protected by some sort of spells. I still had five seconds left on my shield so I went in.

My target and my shield connected letting off magical discharges. Unfortunately for him, my shield was superior and he was forced back as I pummeled his shield with my staff. Each blow sent tremors and lightning racing across his shield. The other man, that still stood, tried his best to help his associate but I broke through the shield in three hits.

I quickly activated Flurry, stabbing the man once in the chest before I whipped around and unleashed the last of flurry into his friend. It took me a while to realize I could use flurry with both ends of my staff without having to reorient my weapon much. Both men went down as lightning coursed through their bodies. I finished off all five of my targets and got back to the battle.

It was pretty much over so I took the opportunity to cast heals. I started with Tony and Ben since those two seemed to always take the brunt of the damage.

Tony Giovanni | Pugilist | Level 9

Ben Harper | Soul Blade | Level 8

Ben was always the one hurt the worst, mostly because his skills actively drained his health. Tony was always just in there, smashing people with his fists.

They thanked me for the healing as the fighting came to an end. We had successfully cleared the outpost. Of course, that slimy piece of shit Masterson would take all the glory. Speak of the devil, here he came now, finally crawling out from his hidey-hole.

So it gave me great pleasure when I saw the white arrow sticking out of his forehead. He fell to the ground dead. Stepping out from the building behind him was a person wreathed in shadows. The two groups just stared at each other for a few seconds before the shadows dissipated, taking the person with them.

"Not it," I called, looking at Masterson's corpse.

"Fuck, that's not fair Paul," Tony said.

I just shrugged as the others called out the same. Tony was the sacrificial lamb that had to explain this to the headquarters.

"This is bullshit," he complained, tossing the body over his shoulder.

"So, should we torch the building?" I asked the group.

"Might as well," Sheila replied.

I pulled out a few Molotovs, lighting them before tossing them through the windows and doors of the Church's outpost. It didn't take long for the building to start spewing black smoke from openings.

"Waste of good alcohol if you ask me," Ben muttered.

Of course, he would, the man was a raging alcoholic. Only the collar kept him off the booze. We headed back towards the compound after we looted the corpses. The acolytes never had much, and this time was no different.

I wondered what shitty leader they would shove down our throat this time around. They always made the same mistake, sending only one Black Dragon member per team. If that person died the group's standing orders were to collect the body and return to base. This had been my fourth team leader in the past month. This unknown group was getting bolder in their strikes. Mostly because they knew they could get away with it. Maybe with Gregorio's death, we could get a break for a few days.

            

    
        Chapter 45: Dissenting opinions

    
    
    
    
                Lady Luck spits in my face again. I was dragged into a room after a severe beating by the watch captain. They roughly threw me to the ground in front of a group of seated people.

"This is the suspect?"

I couldn't see who spoke as I was held on the ground. Not sure why they bothered, they could just order me not to move.

"Slave, do you know why you were brought before the council?"

"No, masters."

"You are suspected of leaking information to the shadow faction, causing the deaths of four of our members."

I suspected something like this might occur. It didn't escape my notice that I was the only slave in all four of the groups that recently got attacked by the shadow faction. The pattern wasn't clear at first but after the third death, it was clear something was off. The fact that I was hauled in front of the council right after was suspect. My guess was someone wanted me gone, or someone wanted Sharla gone since I was her guard.

"Your punishment for this crime will be death. Captain, please carry out the sentence."

Just like that, no counter-argument, no witness, not even Sharla here to defend me. Not that I was overly surprised, I was a slave after all.

"With pleasure, honored councilman."

That voice sounded familiar. I managed to turn my head enough to see Dominique the duelist heading towards me. His blades ready to end me, like he did Fiona those months ago. Before he could carry out his task my tormentor appeared.

"What is the meaning of this!" Sharla screeched angrily as she stormed into the room.

Dominique halted his approach, looking towards the council in uncertainty.

"Your slave has been found guilty of deliberate treason against the sect."

"That's bullshit and you know it, did anyone bother asking him if he performed the deed, or was it conveniently forgotten that slaves can't lie if you order them to tell the truth?"

"We did not forget, the evidence is indisputable."

"What evidence?"

"Your slave was the only slave in all four groups that were attacked. No other slave would have been able to provide the information on the group's whereabouts."

Sharla rolled her eyes, "the only thing that proves is someone sold out those groups. It could have just as easily been a sect member."

"Rediculous, our members are all loyal to the sect."

Sharla didn't bother to refute the man, instead, she directed her next words to me.

"Paul, tell the truth. Did you collude or meet with anyone outside of the sect since you arrived?"

"No, mistress."

"Have you attempted to subvert the organization in any way shape or form?"

I was glad my plans had been put on hold.

"No, mistress."

She turned back to the council, "There you go, now perhaps instead of harassing my slave you can redirect your focus to actually finding out who was responsible for those deaths. Come on Paul."

I stood without anyone stopping me. The council wasn't made up of fools, a direct confrontation with Sharla would lead to many people being dead. They had played their first hand, now it was time to see what came next.

I followed Sharla to her father's office. Once inside I took my usual place at the door. Her father activated his artifact as soon as the door shut.

"So what brings you here today Sharla?" her father inquired.

"The council has made their first move, they tried to eliminate my guard while I was busy."

"Hmm," was all her father said.

Sharla shook in anger, "Is that all you have to say?"

Her father just raised an eyebrow, "what would you have me say, we knew this was coming. They have become even more belligerent with us in the last months as we continued our successes in the field."

Just then a knock came at the door, my staff was in my hand before I even realized it. So far I hadn't had to expose my ability to harm other sect members while defending Sharla. Not that I cared about harming them, but the thought of having to protect her made me physically ill.

"Mr. Cotton, Obidiah is here per your request," the muffled voice of the receptionist said from the other side.

"Paul, open the door and let the man in."

I did as Master Cotton asked, keeping my staff out until I verified the identity of the new arrival.

Obidiah strode into the room without a glance in my direction. I shut the door behind him, storing my staff back into my ring.

The man gave a slight bow to his master, "I arrived as soon as I could."

"It's time Obidiah, gather your team and clean the slate. Make sure to include Dominique in your cleanup."

I was about to shout that Dominique was mine to kill, but three months of conditioning to obey orders kept my mouth shut.

"It will be carried out immediately, master," he said, bowing and immediately leaving to carry out his orders.

I watched Sharla's father head to a panel in the wall. He popped it open and the wall safe behind it. He took something out from the safe, handing it to Sharla.

"Head to your quarters and take your slave with you. This will prevent anyone from bypassing your door with skills. I suspect you may get a few visitors, try to play nice."

"Thanks, father," Sharla said, getting up on her tiptoes to give her father a peck on the cheek before she bounced towards me.

"Come on Paul, we have a playdate, don't want to keep our company waiting."

I followed Sharla out, I suspected this was going to be a long day.

We arrived at Sharla's apartment, it was not in the same building as her father's. As we walked down the street I could tell something was going on. Furtive looks in our direction and people hurriedly heading off as they spotted us. It made me nervous. Sharla seemed oblivious to the danger, either that or she just didn't care. My bet was on the not caring part.

I bolted the door shut as we entered her apartment. It didn't take long until we got our first visitor. A loud bang echoed across the apartment as someone tried to kick the door in.

Sharla just looked up from her book with a sigh, as she lounged on the couch. A few more blows impacted the door as it started to crack.

"So noisy," Sharla commented, "Paul, be a dear and get rid of them."

"Yes, mistress," I replied, pulling my staff from my inventory. Being up on the fifth floor would limit my spell options but I could deal with the shortfall.

The door broke as I entered the entry hall.

Two Black Dragon members entered. I recognized them from the security forces but I scanned them anyway.

Gus Mendez | Bouncer | Level 10

Hank Storwick | Shaman | Level 12

Behind those two came an eight-foot-tall humanoid made from sticks and leaves.

"Out of the way slave, we are here for your master!"

I stepped to the side to let them pass. As they went to push past me, I struck. My staff imbued with Flurry struck the unsuspecting Bouncer in the side. His armor managed to blunt my blows to some extent but it wasn't enough to save him from my attack. The fools had no idea Sharla had modified my obedience rules and it cost one their life even before the fight began.

I pushed the dead bouncer back into the other man and cast Banshee's Wail. The man managed to have or get a magic shield up in time to defend against my attack. His nature elemental was unaffected by my spell. It flung extendable branches in my direction, trying to crush me in its grip. I imbued my staff with fire and hacked the branches off as they tried to grip me. The beast let out a hollow-sounding scream as my fire set its vines ablaze.

The Shaman cast a spell that flung a barrage of needles in my direction. I was forced to take the spell as my Area of Denial skill was still on cooldown from the fight earlier. The spell hit me for 130 damage and poisoned me for five minutes with root rot.

Root Rot will cause your extremities to turn black and rot, reducing your agility one point every ten seconds

I staggered back from the spell impact. I felt the anger shake its cage, demanding to be let free. I pushed it back down. I hadn't dealt with this specific type of spell but I have dealt with a few corruption spells in the last few months. The best way to deal with them was to just heal through the effects. Against my better judgment, I cast Regenerating Rain. It would be enough to keep the agility debuff off of me and wouldn't waste my other heals.

What surprised me was that the five-minute timer on root rot was going down at an accelerated rate. I guess fire did synergize with my spell, it was burning away the rot at a rate of 30 seconds per second of my spell. It's no wonder I never noticed the synergy earlier. I ignored my new revelation, getting my head back into the fight. I saw the Shaman starting to cast another spell as his elemental lumbered towards me. The fire had gone out on its branches, leaving only charred bits and some smoke.

I cast Blink Step as it lashed out at me, dodging around the strike and narrowly avoiding the thorny bush that sprouted up where I had been standing a second ago. I rushed towards the Shaman as he hastily threw up a wall of interlocking branches. I shoved my staff forward, releasing a Stunning Gust as a spear of fire. The attack burned straight through the wall slamming into the man's chest. Even with my imbued element, the attacks didn't do all that much damage. Except I got lucky and the stun activated as the man's clothing went up in a blaze. I guess wearing a bunch of dead sticks and vines was a bad idea for the man.

The elemental screamed as it was banished back into its own realm. The magic used to sustain it no longer available as the Shaman burned to death.

Sharla came in and cast an ice wave spell to put out the fire, making sure I got hit just a bit. I cleaned up the mess by tossing the dead bodies into the hallway. Let that be a deterrent to any other would-be assassins. I stood guard inside the entry vestibule for the rest of the night. It was preferable to tossing and turning as the nightmares returned to plague my sleep again.

I could hear fighting going on outside the building. A few times I even heard people enter the floor, only to turn around and leave. By morning all was quiet. Sharla showered and dressed, then we headed out to meet with her father. She ordered a few slaves we passed to clean up the mess by her apartment and replace the door. Where she thought they would find a door I didn't know.

Dead bodies of slaves and Black Dragon members littered the streets. The slaves had just been in the wrong place at the wrong time. Either that or ordered to become human shields for their handlers. A few crews were picking up and disposing of the dead. We received a few nods from the sect members we passed. It appears that Master Cotton succeeded in his plan to eliminate the council. Judging by the amount of dead I would say a tenth of the sect had lost their lives in the nights fighting.

It weakened them but not by as much as I would have liked, they still had over a thousand sect members and close to eight thousand slaves. I had done a careful tally these past months and I figured my numbers were close to accurate. Even with these numbers, they were the smallest group in Chicago.

From what scant information I was able to gather, the Sons of Autumn had nearly twenty-five thousand acolytes. They were mostly religious extremists and conspiracy theorists all hell-bent on killing anything insight to help atone for mankind's crimes. A good thing most of their members were rather weak.

The Triad had fewer members, but they were more mentally stable overall. My rough estimate pegged them at somewhere around eighteen thousand members. They were growing though as they swallowed smaller hold-out groups up. The rest of Chicago either fell in the fighting, was smart enough to remain out of sight, or fled the area for someplace safer. As for the shadow faction, there were no real details.

Sharla headed towards the council chambers. You could tell the fighting had been fierce here. The front of the building had been demolished by attacks. Glass, stone, and wood were scattered about the street and the first floor. Bodies were pulped against walls or just pink stains. Most likely the work of Obidiah.

We took the stairs to the third floor where the council room resided. I stepped inside to be greeted by a scene of pure horror. Ten headless bodies sat in the council chairs. Blood still dripped from the ceiling from the arterial spray. Each head was pinned to the wall behind the body by a spike of metal. Dominique the duelist was pinned to the floor by his wrists and ankles. All of his skin had been peeled off of his body, all except his head. The look of horror on his face at his time of death turned my stomach.

Sure, I wanted the man dead but this was excessive. I choked back the vomit that wanted to force its way up. Sharla just let out a girly little giggle as she stomped around in the blood like a child would a puddle of water. Then she turned to me.

"Don't think I didn't notice, Paul!"

I gulped, I wasn't sure what she was talking about but it made me nervous all the same. I remained still and quiet, anything I said now would just make my punishment worse.

"Not going to even try to defend your actions? Good boy. Don't worry, I will replace those missing scars tonight."

I wanted to collapse, or cry, or yell. Instead, I just sat there, emotionless.

"I shall endeavor to rectify my error in the future, mistress."

"See that you do, It would be a shame if I had to turn you into a eunuch for a few days again."

She slapped me across the face as she skipped out of the room. I followed behind, like an obedient puppy.

            

    
        Chapter 46: Rest period

    
    
    
    
                With the council's demise, it was time to consolidate power for Sharla's father. For that reason, anyone loyal to his faction was kept close at hand. Anyone with an ounce of brain matter kept their head down during this time. I was freed from my patrol duties, and even guard duty as Sharla met with her father most of the day. Her not seeing a need to keep me to guard her now that the council was dead.

It was time to try and set the first part of my plan in motion or at least attempt to.

What better place to plan the downfall of the Black Dragon sect than the apartment of the sect leader's daughter. Nobody would be stupid enough to come in unannounced. And if Sharla returned she would expect me here anyway.

I got to work testing combinations of runes with the one I got from the Kin Kla-ra. Alone the rune was middling at best. It seemed to cause the wearer to grow about ten percent. While that might interest the people who invented Viagara, it didn't interest me. I needed the rune to affect the item it was carved into, not the person wearing it.

Eventually, I found a combination that worked. I ended up using the runic letter for constraint. Now the books I read didn't all agree on the meaning of some runes. Others had multiple meanings. I didn't care what those extra meanings were as long as they worked for my needs. Now I needed to enhance the first rune's effect. I decided on the rune for strength.

This is when I ran into an issue. The constraint rune reduced the power of the other runes. I had to think about the issue for a bit. Eventually, I decided to put the runes into a knot design to see how that affected them. I had to think about what I wanted. I don't think the trinity design would work. All that did was connect the runes. I had three things to accomplish with my design. I needed it to expand, to constrain the power to the item, and I would need to hide my rune from view.

I can't imagine Sharla would be pleased with me if she knew I modified my collar. If she found out before I was ready she would likely kill me. I found the perfect rune to prevent that, it would be difficult for me to carve since it was so ornate. Odin's illusionary rune stood for camouflage and deception according to my books. It fit my needs perfectly. Now I just needed to figure out how to put them all together.

The knot design I decided to go with represented eternal life, or so the book said. Two interlocking ovals looped through an outer circle. A simple design that should fit my three needs. I carved the outline of the design. Then I filled the first oval with the growth and strength rune. I filled the second oval with the constraint rune. Then I filled the last circle with four sets of the Odin rune. It was just as time-consuming as I thought it would be.

As I finished the last rune the whole design faded away on the plate. It had been a success. I tugged on the plate to try and expand it. What I found was that I could only expand it in one direction. Not exactly what I was going for. I stuck the failed piece into my ring and started over.

This time I filled both ovals with the growth and strength runes. Then I put the constraint runes in the voids made by the ovals. Last I added the four Odin runes like before. I waited for the carving to fade from view and tested my work. It worked. The plate nearly doubled in size. I checked its stats just to see.

Runic metal plate: Expands up to 75% of its original size when pulled on. Rune is camouflaged and constrained to this piece.

I gave a tired smile. My plan could proceed now. I looked out the window to see that it was starting to get dark. Sharla would return soon, I cleaned up my tools and mess and went to await her at the door.

It was another three days before I could get back to working on my plan. Not because I was busy but because I was in too much pain to do anything. Sharla had made good on her promise to restore my scars. She cooed at me during the beating, letting me know that if I just behaved she wouldn't have to punish me like this.

My bottled rage fought me the entire time. It's like it knew something was going to change and it demanded out. I fought that, more than I felt the pain from Sharla's ministrations. I kept having to repeat the mantra in my head, 'in due time, rest.' Over and over again, until the rage subsided.

As soon as I was free, I got back to work. I had two of the older style collars still, from when I was with the caravan. I took one from my ring and set it on the table. I stared at it for what felt like hours. I couldn't afford to fuck this up. I inspected the ring with the jeweler's loupe I purchased so long ago. The collar was less than an inch wide. It would take precise carving to get the entire design on the piece. I let out a breath and took out my smallest carving instrument. I clamped the collar between some large hardcover books, it would do in place of a vice.

I got to work, first laying out the lines of the design carefully. I stopped every few minutes to inspect my work. Three hours passed as I carved the last rune on the second oval ring. I had to take a break, my fingers and arms were cramping up from the strain of holding them in position so long.

It was a good thing I did. Sharla came home as I was in the main room stretching. All my gear was in "my room" although I was usually forced to sleep on a small pad next to her bed like some pet. I nearly froze as she entered. I quickly remembered that she never entered the other room unless I was there. My body was tense as I waited to see if she stumbled upon my work. The partially finished work was lying out in the open, just begging to be discovered.

She looked at me briefly before she headed to her room. Upon her return, she stopped.

"You have been lazy these past few days. Go train in the arena, I can't have you going soft on me," She said with a leer towards my crotch.

Screw cold water, her gaze caused more shrinkage. If my balls could shrink inside my stomach they would have.

"Yes, mistress," I replied, heading straight out the door. I couldn't give her any reason to look into the room. I could only hope the item sat undiscovered until I returned to retrieve it.

It was three agonizing days before I could check to see if the item was undisturbed. I was almost manic with worry. As soon as she left me to my own devices I hurried back to the apartment as quickly as I dared, without raising any alarm.

The modified collar was where I had left it, untouched. I collapsed to the floor in relief. Once I managed to pull myself together I got back to the work. I managed to finish the rest within an hour. I felt like I was running out of time and needed to finish the first stage of my plan before someone found out or something went wrong. At least then I could just escape.

The carving faded from the collar. I could feel that it was stable, my runes were not designed to interface with the enchantment this time around. So there were no worries of the collar exploding. Time to see if all my hard work paid off.

I tugged at the collar. It expanded in my hands like one of those Hoerman spheres, only in two axes instead of three. The girth did increase along with the diameter but it was minuscule so I deemed it unimportant. I pushed the ring back down to its original size. I needed to be faster if I wanted this plan to work. That's when an idea hit me.

It took me twice as long to carve my new idea out. Making sure to hide my work if I ever left. Over the next week, I finished my project. In my hand, I held a stamp with the reverse of my design. It had taken me much longer than my first successful carving because doing a reverse design was extremely difficult. I had to start over three times.

I also had to figure out how to harden the piece of metal to make it last. Judicial use of my lava and regenerating rain made it so I was at least partially successful. I took out a plate and tapped the end of my design into it with my little work hammer. The stamp worked, transferring the design correctly. I waited nervously for the image to fade. After about thirty seconds it faded away.

It was much slower than when I carved it manually, but it looked to work. I let out a sigh of relief, then checked the item.

Runic metal plate: Expands up to 50% of its original size when pulled on. Rune is camouflaged and constrained to this piece.

Ok, so not as effective as carving it manually but it should be sufficient for anyone to slip the collar off of their head. I stamped it on my last collar to make sure. It would be a tight fit for some people but it should be enough. Now for the tough part.

I lay my head sideways on the table. I had a hard surface supporting the collar, and I was looking into the room's mirror. I gingerly positioned the stamp on the flat of the collar. Then I brought my hammer up, resting it on the stamp. I double-checked everything was flat and in position and gave the end of the stamp a solid whack.

The blow seemed to echo in the small room. I sat up and turned the collar to get a good look. All of the lines seemed to transfer over correctly. I waited in anticipation for the design to fade. Eventually, it disappeared like the others. I had done it. I even avoided the command not to damage the collar, because I knew it wouldn't harm it. Getting up I cleared my workspace, then I walked to the front door making sure it was locked. I gingerly grabbed both sides of the collar and pulled.

The collar expanded and I was able to slip it over my head with an inch to spare. I held it in one hand while I rubbed at my neck with the other. For almost four months I wore that damned collar. I looked at it, wanting to toss it to the side and escape right now. It would be so easy to just run away. Instead, I slipped the collar back on and shrank it back down to its original size. It was time to start getting my revenge.

I had a general idea of what I planned to do. I wanted to create sleeper agents in the guise of slaves. This was easier said than done. First off, I didn't know who to trust. I would need to find people smart enough not to blow their cover, as well as those motivated to see the downfall of the sect.

Some slaves had embraced their condition and were in support of the Black Dragons. Those were usually the ones not forced to fight daily or were not tortured like I was. While I could hate these weak individuals, I couldn't fault them for their choice. Who wouldn't choose to live in relative safety and security?

This limited my options as I didn't know that many slaves. Eventually, my decision came down to Moana the chemist. While she was a non-combatant she also fought regularly in the arena and was good friends with Sheila, who I also wished to pull to my side. I didn't completely trust Sheila though so thought it better to have her friend at risk of discovery along with me. Perhaps that would keep her honest. Now I just needed to get Moana alone.

            

    
        Chapter 47: First steps

    
    
    
    
                It took me three weeks to learn Moana's habits and come up with a suitable place to disable her so I could nullify her collar. During that time I learned something interesting.

I had a run-in with William Conrad my old handler while we were in the convoy. He was now level eleven, but that wasn't the interesting part. It wasn't even our first run-in since we returned. He took every chance he could get to cause me a bit of suffering. Usually, it was by giving me a command I couldn't carry out immediately, causing the collar to apply its pain when I failed to comply.

This time it was something simple. I was mid-step when he told me to not move. My momentum carried my foot forward and I waited, teeth clamped tight in expectation of the pain. He laughed and told me to continue as he walked away. I was so dumbstruck by the lack of pain that I stood there for a bit. I had to feel to make sure the collar was still there, a spike of worry creeping up my spine. No, it was still there. The only possibility it could be was my rune. The only rune that it could be was the constraint rune. Not only had it constrained the power of my rune to the item, but it also constrained the enchantment to the item.

This made my plan so much easier. Now anyone I freed wouldn't be subject to truth questioning or orders. They would still need to pretend to follow orders though.

I mulled this all over as I waited in the alley. It was late at night and I had taken the opportunity to slip out of my room while Sharla slept. I did this occasionally; she was usually lenient on me as long as I returned before she awoke. If not, I earned a few extra scars. She never bothered to ask where I went on those occasions. The woman simply didn't care, she was only too happy to have an excuse to hurt me, not that she needed one.

There she was, walking down the dark street alone. There was little to no crime in the sects holdings. Slaves were forbidden from harming members and fighting outside of the arena or patrols was frowned upon. The rest was simply not reported. I expected that sect members got away with quite a bit of rape and violence.

I checked the street to see that it was clear both ways. I had stored my collar and was wearing a sect armband. It was a spare one I had taken from Sharla's room. I had learned that the higher the owner of the armband the more powerful the compulsion. If my plan failed only Sharla or her father would be able to uncover my plan.

I pulled the hood low over my face and called out, "Moana come here!"

The woman froze and turned in my direction. I could see the fear in her eyes, my guess was this wasn't the first time she had been dragged into an alley alone. She struggled against the command as her feet inexorably took her into the dark alley. I could see tears in her eyes.

I took one more look around, to make sure it was clear.

"Stop there."

She stopped and I heard a quiet sob escape her lips.

"Tell me the truth Moana, if you were free from your enslavement what would you do?"

"I...I would kill every last one of you," she said, sobbing in her hands.

"Good answer."

"Wait, what?" she said, trying to look at me.

"Don't turn around."

She stopped and waited.

"What if I told you I could free you, would you help me free others?"

"Yes," she said tentatively.

"You don't believe me do you?"

"No, I don't"

"Good, be skeptical."

I walked around to face the woman. I threw back my hood and she let out a gasp at recognizing me.

"What the hell, Paul, if they catch you with that armband they will execute you."

"They would, you are correct," I said as I pulled my collar from my ring, "I am as likely to be executed for that as I am for this," I said, showing her my collar free neck.

She gapped in astonishment, "How... it's not possible."

I expanded the collar and slid it over my head. I then shrunk it down again, showing her that it was indeed possible. Then I removed it again and put it back into my ring.

"Well? Care to help me start an uprising?"

"You're nuts," was her reply.

It took a bit of convincing but eventually she was on board with my plan. After I stamped her collar she played with putting it on and taking it off multiple times. I even showed her that commands no longer worked and she needed to be careful not to forget to follow any that were given. I didn't think she would have any issues. She had been in a collar since day one, and had been imprisoned since before the system went live.

"We need to quietly recruit more people."

"Every person we add is going to increase our risk," she replied.

I slid one of my small storage rings to her.

She looked inside and gave me a troubled glance.

"We only need to use the armband if they give us trouble. It's either that... or kill the person, and that will lead to questions. At least this way we can order them not to speak of this."

"Where did you get these?"

I smiled, "A gift from our departed council, only Sharla's father will be able to override the orders given by those."

"Okay, what's the next step?"

"How much do you trust your friend Sheila?"

"More than I trust you," she mumbled.

I chuckled, "Good enough, let's arrange a time to secure her cooperation."

"Fine, but if this is some cruel joke I will move heaven and earth to destroy you!"

She said this with so much conviction that I couldn't help believing her. It meant her passion to survive wasn't squashed completely by her captivity.

"I need to return to my mistress. Remember, don't deviate from your orders."

"I'm not an idiot," she said hotly, before beginning to walk away.

"Ahem, your collar?"

She looked down at her hand and the collar she was holding.

"Just... shut up," she said, before putting the collar back on.

I watched her leave before I made my way to my next stop. I wasn't about to put all my eggs in one basket. I had not lied to the council about my involvement with the Shadow faction. While I had never dealt with them personally, I did know a few people who traded with the Shadow faction. Either they could join my crusade or I could turn them in. As long as I covered my tracks with orders it would be safe enough.

After my meeting, they were convinced to join. They even promised to get in contact with the Shadow faction to help out. They wanted me to hand over the secret to unlocking the collars but I was loath to do it. Rune crafting had become so instrumental for me that I didn't want to hand it to just anyone. I just told them I would think about it.

I also only unlocked one of them. I thought it would be best to keep them honest this way since I didn't know them personally. The other I ordered not to discuss anything that happened between us tonight. If they proved trustworthy I would unlock the other.

I felt better after leaving that meeting. Now I had two cells working towards the same goal. If it was true that they could get the Shadow faction involved it would make it a third cell. I stashed the armband and put my collar back on before I headed back to Sharla. The light was starting to peek over the horizon so I had to hurry.

I managed to get back to the apartment before Sharla awoke. I schooled my emotions; my joy was threatening to break through my stony mask. I was now in for the long haul, moving too fast at this point would be dangerous.

I took the time to examine my armor. It had held up decently over the last few months but was showing signs of falling apart. I repaired the loose plates and sewed shut the ripped fabric. It would have to do for now. I would go on a shopping trip shortly to collect some supplies I would need.

Sharla awoke about an hour later. She walked through the living room in her birthday suit, trying to get a rise out of me. She would be stunning if she wasn't so rotten on the inside. I stared at her with my vacant expression and she pouted.

She came over to caress my face, "Paul, why do you keep acting out. I care for you but you keep making me punish you."

"Sorry, mistress I will try better."

"Would you willingly make love to me?"

I clenched my jaw before I answered this question. I could answer the question anyway I liked, but I doubt a positive answer would fool her. Instead, I would have to suffer the consequences of the answer she suspected.

"No."

"WHY!"

She stomped across the room and picked up her whip. I silently grit my teeth, it was going to be one of those days. This wasn't the first time we had this interaction. I readied myself for the pain to come.

She beat me until both of us were covered in my blood. It dripped off her naked body to pool on the tile floor. She was holding her favorite prize in her hand, giving it a loving pat before she threw my manhood at me.

"You will return my love one of these days. Heal yourself up we have work to do today," she said, stomping into the bathroom to shower.

She had serious issues, I don't think all of them came from her choice of class either. Pre-system she would probably be confined to a mental institution. Her Father's influence was probably the only reason she hadn't been.

I reattached my member and healed my wounds. It was quicker than letting the system regrow it. I let out a soft sigh as the flesh reattached itself. I discarded my shredded clothing and pulled out a new set, along with a rag to wash the blood off of me. I knew she wouldn't let me clean off with a shower, just to teach me a lesson.

The wounds always closed up but the memory of the pain just piled on top of all the old pain. I let a bit of the anger out just to feel something else for a bit. I just needed to remember that this was almost over, a few months more of abuse and I would be free. With any luck, the entire sect would go down in flames.

I followed Sharla out to the rally station. It's where they launched offensives and patrol groups from. She handed me off to the person on duty, for assignment.

The Triad was making a push into the old Sons of Autumn territory and we were going to hit them on their flank. I was assigned to a group of people I had never worked with before. They were all lower level than me.

The fighting was sporadic but our group suffered three casualties when we were set upon by ten Triad members that lay in ambush. Only my healing kept the others alive until we managed to extricate ourselves from the area. I raged internally at the idiot who put a team of people together that didn't know the other's strengths and weaknesses. Had I worked with the old teams I could have employed more of my AOE attacks to deal with the enemy, instead, I had to hold back because teammates kept jumping into combat or getting in my way.

Of course, the handler fled at the first opportunity, leaving us to fend for ourselves. I added him to my shit list.

Attacks and counterattacks like this went on for a few weeks until a new territorial boundary was established. There was still the occasional skirmish along that front but it died back down to normal levels. Losses had been heavy on both sides of the fighting, now the groups were licking their wounds and recovering for the next offensive in the spring.

During this time Moana was able to signal me that she was ready to bring Sheila in. I set up a time and place for our meeting. It was time to start expanding the resistance.

            

    
        Chapter 48: Preparations

    
    
    
    
                At this point, I didn't trust anyone completely. So I made some preparations before our meeting. To prepare, I needed to make a trip to the Bazaar, which currently sat at the far edge of the city. Nobody controlled that area but both sides would send in raiding groups to try and kill off people coming and going, to prevent them from gaining more gear. The only reason it stayed sort of neutral was its out of the way location.

This one remained open all the time so I could hoof it there and back during the night. Even better I had Bella. I stopped in at the patrol building, to check the map of active patrol groups. Nobody questioned why I was there, this was a normal occurrence. I mapped out the path I would take to avoid any unwanted attention. Then headed back to wait for night.

When Sharla was fast asleep, I snuck out and headed to the closest border. I knew I couldn't exit via the gates so I had to do a little creative escaping. I looked over the ledge of the ten-story building. It was windy on the roof. The building across the street was only eight stories tall. I stored my collar and anything that could identify me as a Black Dragon member or slave.

I backed up to the far side of the roof and took a running start, enhanced halfway by Blink Step. Then I lept from the roof, propelling myself across the four-lane road. Halfway across I cast Area of Denial and tried to position myself to roll.

Well, I rolled alright. I rolled across the building's roof and off the far side, plummeting to the ground with a bang. Luckily my spell absorbed all the damage. I got up and ran down the alley before anyone came to investigate the sound. I kept running until my spell wore off. Then I pulled Bella out of her cage. She was a bit snappy with me at first. Can't say I blame her, she was cooped up for three months. It's a good thing I was able to smuggle food and water to her regularly.

I soothed her for a bit before I mounted up, then we headed off. We made sure to avoid any patrol zones and skirt the boundary of the Black Dragon territory. I was even wearing my old hoodie to help disguise me. It didn't take us too long to get to the Bazaar building. This one was three or four times the size of the one up north. I didn't see anyone watching the building but that didn't mean much. There were so many tall building it was impossible to check every window. I would just have to hope I got in and out before I could be stopped.

Bella and I rode straight through one of the entrances. The flash of light as I was teleported away blinded me for a few seconds. Eventually, my eyes returned and I was in a brightly lit Bazaar. This one was completely different than the one I visited before. Instead of haphazard stalls spread about, there were actual buildings and storefronts. Wide avenues between the stores on either side allowed the masses of traffic to flow by with ease. I appeared in a small clearing off to the side of the street. All manner of creatures were coming and going through the portal, teleported to whatever world they hailed from.

I took a deep breath, the smells and aromas of the Bazaar were unique with so many different cultures and species mixing together. I rode Bella slowly through the street, trying to get my bearings or find a map or something. At least the shops had easily readable signs stating what they sold. Garatt's Tile House, Shemugi's Livery, Fethoon's Apiary. On and on the names went until I came to one that might work, Granock's Smithy.

I stepped inside to see an unknown creature behind the counter. It had four limbs with three fingers each and stood on four others. Its skin was a semi-translucent teal color, and it had three large eyes on a bulbous head.

It let our a whistling warble that the system translated.

"Greetings traveler, what can Granock do for you?"

"Ah, yes, I was wondering if you can provide me with say two hundred small metal plates, with a hole big enough for a rivet to go through at one end?"

"You are crafting armor, yes? Why not use larger plates or have leather enchanted?"

"I can't afford the enchanting cost, and larger plates would reduce my mobility."

"What size plates do you require?"

I showed him one I had worked to the size I needed.

"Very good, what material would you like these made out of?"

"Something light but strong, stronger than steel."

"I have four options. I will list them from the cheapest to the most expensive. Titanium, Baricium, Alavantium, and Mithril."

"I'm not really familiar with those types of metal, other than titanium. Could you list off their properties?"

"Very well, Baricium is slightly stronger than steel at about half the weight. It is a blue metal commonly used in boat construction. Alavantium has about the same strength as titanium but is only slightly lighter than steel. It is a chalky white in color and resists heat well. Good for fire defense even in its non-enchanted state. Mithril is quite soft until worked into a shape. Then it is processed with magic to make it one of the strongest and lightest metals known to the system. It is perfect for anything magical as it takes enchantments without losing any of the potency. It is also the most expensive."

"And what about the prices for them?"

"For a hundred of the pieces you requested Baricium would be one hundred and fifty credits, Alavantium would be four hundred and Mithril would be around a thousand. Normal steel would run you fifty."

"That is a steep increase in cost."

"Indeed, if you wanted a simple ingot of mithril it would be cheap, but the work is labor and time-intensive to punch out those shapes."

I had to think about this. I really didn't want to keep having to upgrade my armor. Plus I wanted to finally use the mana heart I had been saving for so long. In the end, I had him do up two hundred plates, one hundred each of the Mithril and Alavantium. He let me know it would take two hours. That was fine, I needed to go purchase some other items. I asked him if there was a map of the Bazaar. He pointed me to an intersection and told me there would be a new one every ten or so blocks. I had to pay him upfront for the work since Mithril was hard to rework after it had been shaped.

I continued my ride until I came across the sign in the center of the street. It reminded me of the mall signs with the, you are here dot. Only this one had the names of the stores down each street. I found one that looked promising and headed that way.

Gimlick's Mystical Protection's was a small shop, down a side alley from the main street. Despite its location, quite a few people were coming and going. I stepped inside to be greeted by a much larger inside. There were dozens of different creatures browsing the wares locked behind magical domes. I was starting to think this place might be out of my price range when a small Gnomish man walked up to me.

"Greetings, how can we help you today at Fimlicks Mystical Protection's?"

"Well I was looking for something but I think your shop may be out of my price range."

"Nonsense, we cater to all types of clientele. What type of item are you looking for, hmmm?"

"Two items mostly. One that allows me to see through cloaking and illusions. The other to defend me against one attack."

"Good, good, both are quite common items. If you are on a budget we can offer a one-time use item for the single attack. Afterward, it would turn to dust. You would just need to wear it around your neck before you expect the attack. For the illusion one, there are many options. Do you have an idea of the spell's level you wish to pierce?"

I shrugged, "Under level twenty I assume, but likely over level ten."

"Hmm, we could offer a few options. Do you want to nullify the illusion or cloaking?"

"No simply being able to see through it should be enough."

"It sounds like a talisman of Shuma should be sufficient for your needs. It has ten uses so would be much cheaper than a permanently enchanted item."

"What's the price for both?" I asked hesitantly.

"Sixteen hundred credits for the two. I can assure you that price will be unmatched by our competitors."

I'm sure they would all say that if I shopped around but I really didn't have time. What I did have was a bag of gold coins. Maybe the man would be interested in a trade.

"I'm curious would you be interested in a trade, or partial trade?"

"It would depend on the items being traded, what would you offer?"

I pulled out one of the gold coins to let the man examine it.

He pulled out a device and waved it over the coin, "Fascinating, you don't see these very often anymore. For each coin, I could take ten credits off the trade. The bag held one hundred coins so knocking a thousand off the price was a deal in my book. I handed him the rest of the coin and the credits and he brought back my items. They went straight into my ring.

Next, I found a weapon shop and purchased another war staff to match the one I had. I wanted a backup, in case I ever accidentally destroyed mine again. Selling off the Justicar's Tunic paid for that as well as a case of six dwarven powder charges and timers.

After that, I hit up an armorer. I purchased a wyvern hide tunic along with some wyvern hide cord to use in crafting my next armor. I tried to get some mithril rivets but they had to be handcrafted while the armor was being made. I ended up going with titanium rivets instead. This way if I needed to replace them more people would likely carry the item.

The wyvern was pricy at fifteen-hundred credits but I purchased it for its special attributes. It was very resistant to magic and certain elements like lightning and fire. I also purchased a Trubar hide vest. This would be for my alternate set of armor. The Trubar hide was thick and squishy, able to absorb blunt force extremely well. Plus it was cheap at only three hundred credits. I managed to get him to throw in some crimson Hoar-spider silk cloth for trade. All those useless weapons I had been carrying around were finally put to good use.

There wasn't much special about the cloth other than dirt didn't stick to it. This would allow me to keep my armor cleaner.

My last stop was to purchase as many healing and mana injectors as I could afford. I managed five of each. They were a bit pricier but also restored 150 instead of the normal 100. After that, I was flat broke. That was fine if I saved money and it cost me my life I would feel really dumb. Checking my watch it had already been an hour and a half. I decided to head back to Granock's to finish waiting. I needed to be out of here as soon as possible.

As soon as Granock finished my items I rode for the nearest gate as quickly as the traffic would allow. I had one more stop in Chicago, the public library. I knew at least one was still standing as we patrolled past it numerous times. I expected the large building to contain many more books on runes and some on armor types. I needed to make sure my investment wasn't a waste.

As soon as I popped out of the gate I rode hard and fast, It was a good thing I did. I could hear shouts as four people waiting at the wrong gate spotted me. They tried to give chase and shot spells in my direction but Bella was able to dodge the incoming attacks. I took a few twists and turns down streets just in case they had mounts of their own.

After a few minutes and no sign of pursuit, I headed towards my objective. This was the second riskiest part of my journey tonight. The library was in an active search zone so I needed to be cautious. Once I got close I stored Bella back in her cage. She would attract too much attention.

Peeking out from the corner I saw the patrol. They were walking away about half a block up. I had gotten extremely lucky with my timing. I waited until they rounded the corner before I sprinted towards the library and up the steps.

Unlike the library I visited before, this one had its windows all broken out. I just hoped that the books I was looking for were not on the looter's agenda. The library was massive and I had to backtrack a few times until I found the historical section. There were books scattered all over the building but it didn't appear that any had been taken. I would have to search the floor to find the ones I was looking for.

The card catalog got me to the right area. I picked up and discarded books at a fever pace. I eventually found a book on medieval armor and blacksmithing. In my ring, they went. Another one on classical armor styles. If the cover said armor it went into my ring, I would sort through them later.

Next, I went to the section where I could find books on runes, paganism, and ancient magic. I tossed any book that I thought might be beneficial, into my ring. There were quite a few books the piqued my interest. I swear I cleaned out the entire aisle before I left the library. Time for the most dangerous portion of my plan.

Turns out getting back in was way easier than exiting the compound. I recognized the two idiots on guard duty at this little-used gate as the two I spoke with about the shadow faction. I put my collar back on and simply strode up to the gate, waving at them. They were inclined to let me in.

"We heard about your jaunt by our shadow faction contact. They were keeping an eye on you tonight."

I was caught off guard by that statement, "Oh, yeah. What did they say about my plans?"

"They said it was feasible. That they would track your progress and determine the best time for them to assist."

I guess that was about as good as I could expect. I left the two to their post and returned to my mistress.

            

    
        Chapter 49: Tormented

    
    
    
    
                "Paul, save me!" Fiona screamed as the dead hands pawed at her body.

I tried to reach out to her but the hands tried to grab me as well. Their sickly skin was cold as ice as they tried to get purchase on my arms. I pulled my hands back from their icy grasp with a shudder.

"I can't," I moaned, backing away from the dead. I recognized every face as someone I had slain in battle.

"Leave me alone!" I yelled at the horde of wraiths.

"Never!" they replied in unison. Only Fiona's pleas for rescue broke the endlessly repeated word.

I curled up in a ball on top of my pedestal, the creatures unable to get to me from here, and I just sobbed.

I jerked awake, covered in a cold sweat.

The nightmares were getting worse. I was lucky if I managed three hours of sleep a night between Sharla's treatment and the nightmares. The lack of sleep was starting to make me jumpy and that wasn't good. I needed to try and find something to help me deal with this problem before I went full Durden.

It was a good thing I knew a chemist, I didn't know what skills she had but perhaps she could make me something that would help me sleep. I would bring it up when we met later in the week.

She had finally picked a time to get Sheila alone so we could modify her collar. If everything went to plan we would have a new member for the revolt. 'Baby steps,' I had to remind myself.

I sat up on my bedroll and moved into a lotus position to meditate. It was one of the things Old Man Trumbo taught me but it hadn't seemed very relevant at the time. I certainly wasn't ever in a position to meditate for an extended period. Since I couldn't sleep, now seemed like a good time to reacquaint myself.

I was started awake by Sharla calling for me. 'Shit,' somehow I had managed to fall asleep.

'Oh god, now she was going to punish me later.'

I got up and hurried to her, dallying wouldn't make my punishment any less severe.

"Yes, mistress?"

"Paul, what have I told you about making me look for you?"

"I'm sorry mistress, would you like to carry out the punishment now?"

"I'll do it when I return tonight... Actually, I want you to stand on one foot until I return, that should warm you up."

"Yes, mistress," I said, immediately lifting one leg and standing there.

She let out a huff of breath as she exited the apartment.

As soon as I heard the door shut and lock I lowered my leg. I made sure to note my exact position in the room. It wouldn't do to be busted by negligence or forgetting which foot I had up.

While it wasn't the most comfortable position, I decided to start my rune crafting sitting in front of the entry door. This way I would hear well in advance, Sharla or anyone for that matter coming.

I pulled one of the Alavantium plates from my ring. I also pulled out one of the armor crafting books. I flipped through the pages until I found illustrations of what I wanted. It helped me figure out a few of the mistakes I made in my previous armor.

I didn't count the armor I made for Sharla. Even though hers turned out to be of high quality. Her's was just a leather doublet with some inlaid plates at important spots, the arms studded with small triangular rivets. I added no runic enchantment to the item. She still took great joy in using those spiked rivets to slap me around if I failed to follow her instructions to the letter. She would always remark on how well the item held up, while I bled on the ground from her abuse.

I pulled myself out of those thoughts. She would get hers eventually.

I went back to laying out my intended design on the Trubar hide. When I was finished I expected the armor to look like a simple padded gambeson. It wouldn't be as easy to move in as my current armor or the one I would make from the Wyvern hide but it would do well to protect me from the cold winter to come. Leaves were already starting to fall, even this far south so winter was not too far away. So far the weather seemed to not have changed much, despite the rending so we could expect a bitterly cold winter here in Chicago.

I stepped back, examining the plates I had laid out all over the piece of leather. None were attached yet, but it gave me a good idea of how the piece would look once complete. This Trubar hide jerkin had short arms on it, that would extend to my elbows, unlike my other armor that was sleeveless. It also extended well past my waist, almost to my knees. I had purchased enough extra plates to add a semi-circle of metal to the outside of each half sleeve. Below the waist, I would leave un-plated.

It was time for the hard part, carving. Because of the purpose of this armor, I decided I wanted to include some sort of runes for defense against cold. Most Celtic knot patterns were continuous. In some situations, a design like that would be fine. I decided to try something different with this one. I created three circles, looping a continuous line over and under to link them together like chainmail.

The closest rune I could find was the one that stood for comfort. It would have to do until I learned more runes. I added to that a rune that stood for spring, figuring it couldn't hurt in the central circle. I added the three runes I used on my old armor, protection, strength, and power.

The last circle consisted of the rune for magic and protection. Last I added Odin's illusionary rune to the binding rope holding all three. This would keep anyone from discerning my methods unless they stole the item from me, or I sold it. The design faded away on the scrap plate I used as a test. I inspected the piece.

I ended up having to rework the first runic circle a few times until I got a combination of runes that worked. I ended up going with fire and comfort. I had skipped using the fire rune, thinking it had more to do with actual flame. I didn't want to be bathed in flames. Turns out the rune was a lot more flexible than I first realized. I was happy with the results and got to work recreating my design on the actual metal I was going to use.

I could speed the process along by making a stamp but I wanted the best results I could possibly get. This was going to be my trump card armor for the time being. At least until I got time to work the Mithril plates. After five plates I had to try something to speed this along. I carved out a stamp for just the knot design. I stamped the design on one scrap plate and added the runes by hand. Then I compared it to my earlier test.

They had the same values. I sighed with relief. This would save me dozens of hours of work. I stamped all one hundred plates. I had to resharpen the stamp after every twenty or, but even still, it was so much faster. I was glad the design only acted as containers for the runes and didn't affect the overall strength.

I had to keep my finished pieces separate or I forgot which ones had been completed. The finished ones looked just as ordinary as the unfinished ones when the design was hidden. The only way to tell was to hold them or use identify. They gave off a slight magical vibration when held, almost impossible to detect unless you knew what to look for. I wasn't surprised. Each piece in and of itself was weak. Only when they were all combined did they produce the desired strength.

I finished my twenty-eighth piece when I heard footsteps. I quickly swiped everything into my ring and hurried back to my place on the floor. My improved memory told me exactly where and how to stand. I even had the added benefit of looking tired.

I finished getting into position as the lock on the door clicked.

Sharla walked in, not bothering to spare me a glance as she headed towards the kitchen. Since she returned I was able to put my foot back down. I moved towards the door and shut it. Deciding it was best to remain there unless she called.

She returned from the kitchen after finishing her meal.

"Paul, head down to the patrol captain and inform him you are available for duty."

"Yes, mistress," I replied, bowing before I turned to exit the apartment.

I had heard the rumors. The Triad was pushing back against our forces, now that the Sons of Autumn had left the Chicago metro area. This was causing our forces to be spread thin, and while I didn't want the Black Dragon to win this war, I needed them to remain intact for just a bit longer. Otherwise, they would just pull back and regroup as the Sons' had. I wanted them all to fall, even if I didn't think the Triad was much better.

As I stepped outside, the brisk air of mid-fall hit me. They called it the windy city for a reason. I donned my armor, putting my ratty old sweatshirt over it to keep the cold at bay. A puff of vapor clung to the air as I let out a sigh. I liked the early fall and the colors but I hated winter. I cast Elemental Defense and it seemed to help.

I made my way down to the patrol building to sign in. I didn't have to follow Sharla's orders anymore but I couldn't risk her finding out I skipped out on patrol duty. That would be a dead giveaway that something was amiss. Best just to get it over with.

I was assigned to a group I had worked with, in the past. We knew each other's fighting styles to some extent. The patrol turned out to be boring. We just rushed from one hot spot to another, never seeming to get there before the Triad pulled their forces back. We tried to force a battle but their forces dug into prepared positions and threw spells at us. The overall commander of this force pulled us back after three hours.

There I sat, looking out through a broken window. It was one of our forward outposts. The enemy knew where we were but they were staying behind their fortifications. This is why I hated fighting the Triad. Sure they were smart but they were also cowards. They only ever engaged if they could bring overwhelming force to the fight. It forced the Black Dragon into an untenable position unless they changed tactics.

If it was up to me I would sneak in a force of assassins and decapitate their command structure. Thankfully it wasn't and I wasn't about to offer up any helpful solutions. If the fighting went on like this it should last long enough for me to carry out my plan. I expected winter to put a hold on most of the fighting.

            

    
        Chapter 50: Fomenting rebellion

    
    
    
    
                I waited in the dark alley, my new armor securely fastened to my body. It looked almost the same as my old armor from a distance. I would only be wearing it for this and other clandestine transactions, at least until my plan was complete. It would stand out too much otherwise. It did a great job of keeping me warm though. I looked at the stats again.

Rune Crafted Trubar Brigandine

Quality: Superb

Armor: 25

Slashing resistance: 40%

Stabbing resistance: 40%

Blunt resistance: 25%

Cold resistance: 65%

Heat resistance: 35%

Magic resistance 55%

This metal-reinforced leather brigandine was crafted by an intermediate crafter with excellent materials, each plate was painstakingly rune crafted to improve the protection and resistance of the armor

Overall I was more than happy with the results. The black fabric was sewn to make the whole piece look like padded armor. It took a bit to get used to the extra bulk and weight. I did notice a bit of limitation on my movement but nothing extreme.

I heard footsteps so I stepped back into the shadows to try and conceal myself better. It was early morning so the shadows were long and easy to hide in. It was risky doing it during this time of day but Sheila had not given us much of a choice.

"God, Moana, why do we need to cut through this stinking alley. Can't we just go the long way?"

"No, now quit your complaining, or I will turn around and you won't get to see the surprise."

"Fine, but this better be good," Sheila said, walking right past my hiding spot.

"Halt and remain quiet," I spoke quietly from behind the women.

Sheila froze as Moana and I checked the ends of the alley to see if anyone noticed. The coast was clear for now.

I hurried back to the inert but angry form of Sheila.

"Look we don't have time for your petulance. As quietly as you can, answer me this. Do you wish to be free of your collar and take revenge on the Black Dragons?"

She glanced from me to her friend, then to my armband. She knew something was up since her friend wasn't compelled to stop as she had been.

"Are you stupid, of course, I would," she said indignantly.

"Good, now for the next question. Can you hide your feelings while we prepare?"

"I-," she began to say before I cut her off.

"Be truthful, this is important."

"I- I'm not sure," she replied, hanging her head.

"It's pretty much what I expected."

Moana was about to object when I held my hand out to stop her.

"You do realize if you fail you are putting Moana's life in jeopardy as well?"

Moana got angry and was about to hit me when Sheila spoke up, "For her safety, I can do it."

"Good."

It didn't feel good using them this way, having deduced their feelings for each other but it was the only way to keep the battle-crazy woman in check. She could hate me later. I let them have their moment of affection in the form of a quick hug before I struck the design into the collar, rendering it inert.

Moana showed Sheila how to spread the collar, removing it from her head.

"How?"

"Don't concern yourself with the how, the why is more important. We need to gather more slaves and when the time is right, rebel. The Black Dragon put the final nail in their coffin when they captured me."

"Ok, so why us?"

"Moana seemed like a logical choice. You, on the other hand, that was her choice. I didn't think you could be trusted to hold it together."

She took a menacing step towards me, but I didn't back down.

"You said so yourself."

This seemed to stabilize the woman.

"Fine, but you better have a plan. You can't expect to lure every victim into an alley."

She was right and I had thought about my plans over the last few weeks. I decided to change them up a bit. Even adding one person had taken way too long. At this rate, it would be years before I could enact my plan. That was why I created two more stamps.

These were slightly different than the one I made initially. I added a confusion rune to the sides, so anyone attempting to look at or identify the item would get a different result each time. I tested my results as thoroughly as I could. Unfortunately, I wasn't able to hide the confusion rune as that seemed to disable its ability to work.

"You both have storage rings?"

They nodded. I handed each a stamp and a small hammer.

"What if they find these items on us?"

I shrugged, "Use identify on them."

I knew Sheila had the skill or a form of it at least. Turns out Moana had the skill as well. I guess it made sense, she needed to be able to identify chemicals or plants she might need.

"Paperweight?"

"Is this some sort of sick joke!" Sheila said, shaking the stamp in my face, "butt plug?"

"Wai- Wha-, no. Try using identify again."

She did as I asked while glaring at me.

Her eyebrow rose and she looked up with a confused expression, "Now it says it's a doorstop? How did you enchant these? Better question is why would you enchant them?"

"It's not an enchantment. It's the same process I used to disable the collars. The why should be obvious. To keep anyone from learning the secret to how I bypassed the enchantment. I plan on making a few more to speed up this process. Only give them to people you trust. Even then I expect our secret getting out sooner or later. Hopefully, by that time enough of us will be free to completely disrupt their plans."

"So how are we supposed to know when this is?"

"It should be easy to figure out, I imagine someone will get caught or act on impulse against a Black Dragon member," I said, with a dismissive shrug.

"I have to go, I figure we only have a few more weeks to prepare, a month at most before someone slips up."

"So who is leading this rebellion, You?"

I would have laughed but she was seriously asking. I just pointed to Moana, who looked back at me in slack-jawed astonishment.

"When were you going to tell me?"

"I just did, besides, I can't coordinate from the position of Sharla's punching dummy. It has to be someone who knows the slaves. I hardly know anyone."

"Well maybe if you weren't such a pretentious uptight prick you might gain some friends around here."

I shrugged in response. I did act that way for a reason so it wasn't like she was wrong.

"Whatever, let's go Moana."

They turned to leave but I stopped Moana quickly.

"Do you have anything to help me sleep through the night, without dreaming?"

"Nightmares?"

I nodded.

"It's not uncommon," she said, looking at her partner that was watching the end of the alley and waiting for her. She handed me a small box, "Take one before bed... it should give you about six hours of uninterrupted sleep.

I thanked her as I went the other way down the alley. I opened the box to see ten pills. I would need to make them last.

I was about as happy as I could be at the end of that meeting. I stashed my new armor and pulled out my old. The chilly wind bit at me until I got my old armor on and the sweatshirt over it.

It was time to visit another old acquaintance. It had taken me considerable time to track this slave down. The man had melted through his collar by turning himself into magma using some skill. The old collar couldn't handle the strain and shattered. The man had managed to kill twelve Black Dragon members before being captured again. This time they slapped him in the new style collar.

Still, they didn't trust him, so he was kept in a special room. That room was kept under guard at all times. Sharla was keen on breaking this man's will as well. She had to be a tad gentler with him though, as he couldn't heal as I could.

I walked past the building in my old slave attire. The armband secured away in my ring. I didn't stop or dally near the building. I only wanted to get a quick count of the guards. I counted six in total on the outside.

This wasn't my first time past this building. Each day there were four to six guards. I would never be able to break the man free from the front. It's a good thing that wasn't my plan. I had found that the room they kept him in was below ground. From there it was just time-consuming.

I found an adjacent building that was unoccupied. Over the last two weeks, I had used Earth Fist to displace enough dirt to form a tunnel large enough to crouch in, all the way to the back wall of his cell. I knew this for a fact because I could hear Sharla beating and questioning the man on the far side, on more than one occasion.

My work even earned me a skill.

Metamagic: You have learned the ability to twist spells to suit your needs

I tried the skill on other spells but it seemed like I had to practice with each spell to twist them. Some spells like my buffs felt rigid, and any time I even attempted to change them it broke the spell. Magic backlash was not something I was keen to experience again. That one event left me a drooling mess for over an hour.

Today I didn't need to worry about Sharla. She was with her father on the opposite end of the compound. I guess they were out inspecting the front line, to try and figure out a solution to their issues with the Triad.

I slowly shaved away more of the wall. Metamagic gave me a ton more control over the spell's effect. It just took a lot of concentration, not really something you could afford to devote during a battle.

I shaved more away and I heard the man stir.

He walked over the wall where he heard the noise, "Who's there?" he whispered.

"An old acquaintance," I replied quietly.

"Are we free to talk?"

Jamal replied, "As long as we keep it quiet, nobody should be coming to check on me for a few hours."

"Good. First things first, I'm sorry for putting that first collar on you. I had my orders, and couldn't disobey. I'm sure you understand how that goes now?"

I heard the man give out a sigh, "Yes, doesn't mean I don't want to smash your face in though."

"Noted. Would it make us even if I freed you from your collar?"

This was the riskiest part of my plan. The man needed to be strong enough to survive some beatings for a few more weeks.

"You can do that?"

I could hear the eagerness in the man's voice, not a good sign.

"I can't do it today, can you hold out for a few more weeks?"

I heard the man give out a pleading whimper, followed by him trying to claw at the walls in desperation. Shit, I was forced to go with plan B. I pulled out the armband again.

"Stop. Go back to what you were doing before I arrived. Mention this to nobody... I'm sorry, stay strong, you will be free."

I put the armband away and backed out of the tunnel. I felt bad for the man but he was on the verge of breaking. I couldn't take the risk that he would prematurely try to escape and ruin my plans. I would think of another way to break him free. Saving him was my first option, but after this meeting..., I couldn't do that. I could still use him though, he would be my distraction while I dealt with the final step of my plan.

            

    
        Chapter 51: Coming undone

    
    
    
    
                A few more weeks went by and I made sure to be the ideal slave. Even so, I could tell there was a change through the camp. It made me extremely paranoid. If I noticed, someone else was bound to notice soon. I wanted to warn Moana or any of my other contacts but I couldn't.

Sheila was out on a patrol and Moana was working on some projects that I couldn't get access to. I only had one last option.

I had mulled over the problem with freeing Jamal for a few days before I came up with a solution that seemed like it should work. I modified the last stamp I had to delay the rune activation for eight hours. Give or take an hour. I checked my watch to see the time. It was close to three in the afternoon. By the time I made my way over to his cell, it should be close to four. That would work.

I fingered my ring as I walked. My newest armor was almost complete. I would finish it up before returning to the apartment. I had hoped for some more time to work on perfecting it, but this would have to do.

I didn't have to worry about Sharla needing me any time soon. The Triad was pushing again and she was in tactical meetings with her Father. The Dragons had suffered numerous losses in the last week. I had my doubts that all of the deaths were from the Triad. My suspicions tended towards some freed slaves getting revenge on their handlers. I kind of expected some of that, but not to this extent. The war gave these people plausible deniability.

I made it to the building I tunneled into. Looking around, nobody was in sight. I slipped inside and to the basement. I had to push some material out of the way that I used to hide my work. There was no dirt or rock to clear away. Earth Fist was odd, it sort of compacted the rock and soil where I cast it. This worked in my favor as it shored up the tunnel walls. The spell wasn't really designed to be pushed into the ground so my first attempts at the tunnel had been slow. Eventually, I got the hang of manipulating the spell.

I checked the walls before stepping inside. Nothing had come loose or fallen since I was last here. Good. I crouch walked as fast as I could up the tunnel. It wasn't a straight shot. As much as I had tried I ended up having to go over under or around obstacles I didn't want to disturb.

The tunnel eventually ended at the brick wall. I listened with my ear pressed up against it for a few minutes but heard nothing.

'Here goes nothing.'

I shaped my Earth Fist to match one of the bricks and bulled it towards me. The brick deformed before popping out of the wall. I caught it before it crashed to the floor. The room on the other side was just as dark as my tunnel.

"Psst," I hissed, hoping the man would hear me.

I heard some rustling below the brick I pulled and had to pull back as a grubby hand tried to grab me.

"Knock it off," I hissed angrily.

The hand-pulled back from the hole before I got a response.

"You here to taunt me with freedom again?"

"Keep your voice down they'll hear."

"Who cares!" the man yelled.

Someone pounded on the metal door, "Quiet in there."

Blessedly the man was forced to comply with the order.

I waited for a minute or two, which felt like an eternity with the unstable man on the other side of the wall, for the guard to go back to whatever they were doing.

"I brought you freedom," I said quietly, slipping the hammer and stamp into the hole.

The man managed to lever himself up to stare directly at me. Since he was ordered to stay quiet he couldn't ask his question.

"This stamp," I said, holding it up, "will place another enchantment on your collar that will allow you to remove it."

The man gave me a skeptical look until I showed him mine.

"Come closer and I will stamp your collar, just be aware this magic takes around eight hours to work."

I slipped off my watch and handed it to him. I could see a bit of light coming from under the door, it should be enough for him to see by

"You won't be able to come out through this tunnel, you will have to escape on your own. I don't think that should be an issue for you."

The tunnel would have been ideal for him to escape unnoticed, but I needed him to cause enough of a commotion to draw Obidiah over here.

"Good luck," I said as I closed up the brick again. It wouldn't look perfect but it would be enough for the few hours it needed to be.

I backed down the tunnel, using my spell to close off some sections. This was a slow process, taking me nearly half an hour before I was satisfied.

Once free of the tunnel I moved over to an old bench in the corner. It would have to do. I laid out all the rune-inscribed plates. These had been extremely complicated to make. I laid them all out in order. Each small plate made up a larger mosaic of the tree of life. Inset into the center of the design was the mana heart I acquired so long ago. I wished I had been able to test this design more thoroughly before crafting this armor but there just wasn't enough time. I did use the last five scrap bits of metal I had to verify it should work, in theory.

I had managed to talk Granock into setting the gem, it cost me my five cubic foot storage ring though. Since Moana had the other one, I was down to just my seven cubic foot ring. It was fine. I could get more if I needed them after I escaped.

The overall design was spectacular. Yggdrasil or the tree of life spread across all of the plates. The roots reaching down while the branches and leaves rose up, spreading across the chest. The back was similarly adorned. I even added runic circles to the tops of the rivet heads. Once complete they would blend into the overall pattern. All I had to do was attach the final forty or so plates.

I worked feverishly, taking care to set the rivets properly before hammering them into place. It took me quite some time to finish. Sweat dripped from my brow as I held up the finished armor.

Unlike my previous two sets of armor, the plates on this one were exposed. A pale blue light seemed to emanate from the piece in the dark room. Only a few candles casting light enough to see.

Mage-Bane Brigandine

Quality: Excellent

Armor: 32

Slashing resistance: 50%

Stabbing resistance: 65%

Blunt resistance: 15%

Magic resistance 90%

Elemental resistance 30%

Shield: Max Charge 200 mana

Made from Mithril and Wyvern, this armor has inherent magical and elemental resistance. The rune crafted tree of life design combines all of the elements of the armor together, strengthening them. The mana heart set into the tree's roots provides a shield of force that deflects .5 damage per mana spent to charge it.

Congratulations, you have created your first unique armor. Unique items are assigned names by the System to distinguish them from the rest. 5000 XP earned

Congratulations, you have made an item that is the first of it's kind. Combining the lost art of rune crafting with a mana heart. 15000 XP earned

I ran my hand over the armor, feeling the engraving. It was gorgeous. I slipped the armor on, adjusting the straps to get the proper fit. I walked over to an old mirror and took a gander at myself.

The plates reflected the light just a bit. The wyvern hides underneath spilled out the bottom, covering down to my knees. Anything below my waist wasn't plated. It just wasn't practical with the funds I had. Despite that, the scaly texture and dark red of the wyvern hide looked imposing. There were no arms on this piece, but there were shoulder guards. I put my hand to the gem and willed my mana into it as Granock had told me to do.

Unlike some enchantments, mine ran out of fuel. This meant I could make a stronger enchantment at the cost of having to refill it. I was only limited by the low level of mana heart I managed to find. The stone began to glow brightly as it absorbed my mana. I kept pumping mana into the stone until the whole room seemed to glow.

After about thirty seconds the gem started to fade, but the tree seemed to come alive as the glow spread through the roots and branches, then among the leaves. This glow eventually faded too and an imperceptible pulse like that of a beating heart flowed through the channels I carved. In the waning light of the room, the effect was barely noticeable.

I removed the armor, placing it back in my ring. It wasn't yet time for that.

I hurried out of the basement, exiting the building and heading back towards Sharla's apartment.

I was stopped by a commotion in an alley. I looked in to see six people fighting. It looked like it was four slaves vs two Black Dragon members.

'Goddammit, why couldn't they wait.'

The Black Dragon members were trying to order the slaves to stand down, but of course, that wasn't working. They were boxed into the back of the alley, beset on all sides by the slaves. Still, they were managing to hold their own.

I checked up and down the street. There were no other people in view as it was getting late.

I pulled out my staff and double cast imbue on it. Molten rock started dripping from the staff as I ran into the alley.

I cut down the four slaves in less than ten seconds, with Blink Step.

"Whew, thanks, slave. But we could have handl-," he was cut off as my blade cut through his neck like hot butter. As the swing came around to face his startled companion I let out a concentrated Stunning Gust. A bolt of molten rock flew right into the man's face, cutting off his scream. The man desperately tried to pull the burning rock from his face as he collapsed on the ground. He died shortly after.

"It's your own damn fault," I said under my breath as I looted the corpses. I managed to acquire two more one cubic foot storage rings. I tucked them away in a hidden pocket. The rest, including the bodies I stuffed into my ring. I would find someplace to dispose of them before I returned.

I walked out of the unassuming alley less than two minutes later. The only thing left was a few spots of blood. 'If those idiots had only waited a few hours I could have let them live.' I was too damn close to my revenge to let them ruin it all now. The rage inside was bubbling, it knew, soon it would be set free. I looked up to the fading light and took in a deep breath of the cool crisp air.

'Maybe it would snow tonight.'

            

    
        Chapter 52: Pawn takes Queen

    
    
    
    
                I made it back to the apartment complex about an hour later, the sun was down, not even a glow left to tell the time by. I figured it was around seven. It was hard to tell in the colder months. I had one last task to perform before Sharla returned.

It wasn't easy finding the plans for this building. Eventually, I managed to come across a copy in a civil engineering building. The building had four main supports holding it up. I set to work rigging the six dwarven powder charges at the base of these posts. I covered up my work with Earth Fist. The timers were set to go off in around four hours. I ran up to Sharla's apartment and hid the last two there. These weren't set yet, but I wanted them in place if I needed a distraction.

Now, I only need to wait and hope she returned in a few hours. Otherwise, I would have to run downstairs and deactivate them again. Not something I was keen to attempt.

I waited nervously as the minutes turned into hours. Eight rolled around, then nine, by half-past nine I was sweating bullets. I was about to go downstairs when I heard the door unlock. I breathed a sigh of relief and wiped the sweat from my brow.

***

Sharla opened the door to the apartment, she was exhausted from the all-day meeting. Going over the same tactics and plans over and over again. The only upside was the time she got to spend with her father.

She saw Paul standing in his usual spot. Her desire to hurt him flared for a moment before it went out. She was too tired for that tonight. She just dropped her clothing and armor as she walked. Perhaps the view would entice her slave. She smiled cruelly at the thought of rutting with the man. Instead, she just ordered him to his room but told him he must sleep on the floor. That gave her a little bit of juice as she headed to her room.

***

I watched Sharla strip as she headed to her room, my eyes not leaving her form. There wasn't so much as a twitch of attraction as I watched her, just a cold calculating look. I headed to my room to wait. She would be asleep soon.

I stared out my window until the clock in the main room struck ten. I was in luck, across the compound I saw a bright orange glow. It came from the direction that Jamal should be in. I schooled any smile before it crossed my lips. It was time to get to work.

I quietly made my way to the other charges I hid in the apartment. Setting their timers for an hour. Then I donned my new armor. I left off my leather gloves. I wanted to feel this.

I approached Sharla's room, the door was left open. I stood outside, listening to her rhythmic breathing.

Slowly I pushed the door open and went inside. She was fast asleep on her king-sized four-post bed. I stood next to the bed glaring at the source of my months of torment and Fiona's death. Even if the system didn't recognize the fact that she ordered the kill, I knew.

I was going to savor this.

I jumped on top of the woman and clamped my hand around her neck as she startled awake. I could have simply killed her with my staff but I needed her to feel some of what I felt over the past few months.

"Pau- Paul, Stop!" she forced out as I choked her.

When I didn't stop immediately her eyes went wide. She knew something was wrong. She hit me with a lightning bolt. My armor reduced the damage to forty and the shield absorbed the rest.

When that didn't stop me, she started to panic. Hitting me with other spells. I didn't care. I had let my rage out. All sounds seemed to be muted and everything had gone red. She finally got through my shield, but the spell damage was laughable with my resistance. I just squeezed harder as she tried to burn me alive with a flame spell. She lost control of it halfway through, setting the bed on fire.

She tried to pry my hands from her neck but her strength wasn't sufficient. Then she took to hitting me in the face.

The blows hurt as there was nothing to absorb the damage. I didn't care, I just tightened my grip some more as she started to turn blue. Her strikes became weaker and I idly noticed she pressed her thumb to a ring on her finger. There was a flash that momentarily blinded me, but I held on. I was pushing her down with all my weight. Her flailing arms finally stilling after several minutes. Still, I held on. I wanted to see it, I needed to make sure.

Lethal damage: You have killed Sharla Cotton

I laughed and laughed. I couldn't control myself. I started punching the dead woman in the face.

"No!" I screamed. I wanted her to suffer longer; she needed to make up for the suffering she put me through.

Eventually, I managed to get the rage back under control. I also looked at the messages I received.

You have reached level 14, modifiers increased by 1, 2 free skill slots available

Error: Unclassified resource utilized.

Defining resource...

Resource defined: Aura

Skill assigned: Aura of Rage, one free skill slot utilized for new skill.

Aura of Rage: Once per day you can cast an Aura of Rage. Aura covers 20m, anyone caught inside the aura will feel fear. Only those with higher endurance than you can resist the fear. You temporarily gain one point in all of your attributes for each individual affected by your aura while it is active. Cost 10 hp/sec, cooldown 1 day

There are many types of auras, yours has been colored by hate and anger.

I felt like I got punched in the gut as the system ripped away one of my skill points to create this new ability, one that I didn't want. I got to my feet, deciding to finally see what Sharla had been playing with on her hand.

Emergency Signal Ring

'Yea,' I thought as much. I took the rest of her gear to sort through later and headed to the roof.

As I stood at the corner of the roof, I could hear shouting coming from below. It wasn't close enough for me to make out but I had a good guess. I smiled wistfully.

"I did it, Fiona, I avenged your death."

I felt the building shake a bit and I smiled again. I guess her father found the body. It wouldn't be long now. I turned to face the door. Less than twenty seconds later the door burst open, being torn from its hinges by the force of the attack. An irate Mr. Cotton stepped out followed by Obidiah.

"WHAT HAVE YOU DONE!" the man screamed at me as he stalked forward.

"What you should have done years ago, but you are a spineless coward who can't even control his own daughter."

The man screamed and tried to rush at me but Obidiah held him back. Damn, I had hoped to take the father with me but that damn Obidiah was too level-headed. Obidiah said something to Sharla's father, causing him to step back.

I activated Area of Denial just in time. There was a loud crack and a boom. Whatever spell Obidiah had, it bypassed my Area of Denial. The crack came from my amulet as it broke to absorb the blow. Then our spells interacted oddly.

We were both flung from the roof of the building at high speed. I only knew this because I got to watch Obidiah's body slam into and through the building next door before I too flew through a building.

My spell absorbed the blow as I crashed through that building and halfway through the next one. I sat up, still sore from the impact of Obidiah's attack. I managed to stand and walk to the hole I made. There were still ten seconds on my spell so I just jumped down from the eighth floor. Shortly after landing, I heard two explosions. This was followed less than a minute later by four more. Either I had timed them correctly, which seemed unlikely, or the others were set off from the initial explosion.

Dust and debris rolled past the street I was on and I heard a creaking groan as the building started to come down. I needed to get out of the area fast. I got about a block before someone stopped me.

"Where do you think you're going, Paul?"

I turned to see William Conrad standing there with Gus and the Branch's.

"I don't have time for your shit William, just leave."

"Fuck you slave. On your knees!"

I sighed, and William smiled. He lost that smile when I pulled the collar off and tossed it into the street. I pulled out my staff.

"Kill him!" Conrad screamed as he tried to back away. It was already too late.

I cast Godly Might, Flurry, Aura Strike, and Blink Step in rapid succession. I easily wove past the Branch's, idly noting that Gus hadn't moved. William managed to get his spear up to block my first strike but my overwhelming strength flung the spear wide, causing the man to stumble backward. I had given the man a chance and he chose to ignore it. My eyes followed the tip of my staff as the bladed end sliced into William's armor. The man's eyes went wide. He tried to retaliate but he was already dead, he just didn't know it. My staff punching into him fourteen more times.

The spear dropped from his lifeless hand as his body shuddered and slid off the blade. I flicked the blood from my staff and turned on the other two that were attacking. I used Banshee's Wail on them. As they were stunned I followed up with a blow to their heads to keep them out. Last I turned to Gus, the man was holding something in his hand. Turns out it was a broken slave collar, his broken slave collar in fact.

One last act of kindness I told myself as I carved the runes to release the collars. These didn't have to be as fancy as the ones I made earlier, so it didn't take me long to finish. I removed those collars and stored them in my ring. No point leaving them lying around for others to inspect. Gus didn't say a word, he was still stunned by his own collar coming off. I was curious about it as well, but not enough to stay around. I pulled out Bella and took off.

Right now I needed speed. Chaos was erupting all around as fights between freed slaves, still captured slaves, and Black Dragon members broke out.

Bella was hit a few times, as was I, by spells and projectiles. I urged Bella on as I healed us both. Soon the wall came into view and I could see men at the top, yelling for us to stop. Instead, I hit the gate with Earth Fist. The weak structure gave way, allowing us to dash under the guards before they could stop us. I chose this guard point for a reason, I knew the two on watch were melee fighters.

I kept riding until the Chicago skyline, or what was left of it anyway, was well behind me. I moved Bella down some residential streets until I felt it was safe enough to look for a place to spend the night. This wasn't exactly the good part of town. All the homes and small businesses had barred windows and doors. I found a place, tucked behind an alley that looked promising. After securing the door I found a place to lay down and rest. I left Bella out in the house. She would warn me if anyone came to visit. Then I passed out.


            

    
        Chapter 53: Afterglow

    
    
    
    
                I startled awake as a boom echoed across the city. It was morning but I could still hear the occasional fighting in the distance. Bella was laying down on the other side of the room, looking at me. I stood and stretched my sore muscles. I had to stop as my side gave me a twitch. I reached down to feel the spot Obidiah had hit me. My new armor was dented in, and my armor was not providing nearly as much in the way of protection as it should.

The gem still held a charge, but the power could no longer flow along the runic pattern to provide the shield. I carefully removed the armor to inspect the damage.

There was a fist-shaped imprint in the lower right by the rib cage. Three plates were cracked. How the man had managed to crack mithril with a punch, through multiple barriers and a damage ward was beyond me. I checked the armor's stats to see how bad it was.

Mage-Bane Brigandine

Quality: Fair - Damaged

Armor: 25

Slashing resistance: 50%

Stabbing resistance: 65%

Blunt resistance: 15%

Magic resistance 25%

Elemental resistance 15%

I sighed after seeing the status of the armor. With the damage, it wasn't much better than the Trubar armor I made. And in some cases, it was worse. I decided to store it in my ring for now and switch to my other armor.

I also took this time to look at my notifications. And there were a lot of them. In total, I had 46 kills. A few of the names I recognized as slaves, but no sign of Obidiah or Mr. Cotton. Dammit! I did get another notice though.

Congratulations you are the first person on your planet to deal over 100000 damage with one attack 150000 XP awarded

It all added up for enough to bring me to level fifteen. I looked at my stats before I decided on where I wanted to put my new attribute points.

Paul Fuller | Mantra Enchanter | Level 15 

Strength: 12(+2) modifier x16

Endurance: 16 modifier x34

Agility: 15(+2) modifier x16

Perception: 15 modifier x16

Intelligence: 19 modifier x34

Wisdom: 14 modifier x16

Charisma: 11 modifier x16

Luck: 14 modifier x16

HP: 544(598)

Mana: 646

Mana Regen(M): 224

I was starting to see a need to bump Endurance up again. At this level one spell or attack was devastating. It was no wonder Obidiah was so damn powerful. Even though he survived I doubt he or Mr. Cotton made it out unscathed. I knew Obidiah had lost his arm, I saw the limb fly off when he impacted the building as I was falling.

I didn't see a real big need to bump up Wisdom, I was getting almost four mana a second back right now. Maybe at level twenty, I would increase that stat. The same held true for Charisma and Luck. I didn't see any point in spending points in those stats right now. I sure as hell didn't care if people like me anymore. And my luck seemed to be worse if anything.

This left me with Strength, Endurance, Agility, Perception, and Intelligence. I could dump a point in each but I wasn't sure that was the right road to take. I still had my buffs for Strength and Agility to raise their stats. So that left the other three. I seemed to gain the most by increasing my magical damage and mana. Mostly mana, since only two of my abilities improved from an intelligence increase, Earth Fist, and Healing Touch.

I placed the points, or I tried to. There was some sort of wall at twenty points preventing me from adding any more. There must be a way to overcome this limitation? There was no way Obidiah or Mr. Cotton had less than twenty points in strength or dexterity. I would have to talk with someone about this issue later. In the meantime, I added the last point into a different stat.

Paul Fuller | Mantra Enchanter | Level 15 

Strength: 13(+2) modifier x16 

Endurance: 18 modifier x34 

Agility: 15(+2) modifier x16 

Perception: 16 modifier x16 

Intelligence: 20 modifier x34 

Wisdom: 14 modifier x16 

Charisma: 11 modifier x16 

Luck: 14 modifier x16 

HP: 612(673) 

Mana: 680 

Mana Regen(M): 224

It would do, for now, the extra mana and health would be important. I couldn't leave this area until I killed those two, or at least verified they were dead. I would also make sure to kill any Black Dragon stragglers that I came across. I owed it to them to see that they would never rise to prominence again. I looked at my available skills. I had three points to spend.

Level fourteen didn't give me any buffs to my already existing spells. I had kind of expected it to but maybe those spells had already reached their maximum. Instead, I was given two options.

Disruption: Causes a wave of rock that shoots from the ground in an arc in front of you, causing weapon damage. 30% chance of disrupting any active ability of targets hit. Max range 10m, max-width 8m, Cost 100 mana, cooldown 10min

Syncopate: Your strike has a 20% chance to stop the target's heart. Each point of endurance above yours reduces this chance, Cost 60 mana, cooldown 5min

Syncopate sounded nice until you read the second part. I didn't think it was worthwhile for a possibly less than 20% chance of it working. I took Disruption instead, the fact that it said it causes weapon damage meant it would incorporate my elemental imbuement as well.

Level fifteen didn't buff any of my existing abilities either.

Shroud: A misty veil covers an area 10m3 x Int and lasts for 10 minutes obscuring all vision, Cost 80 mana, cooldown 2 hours

Calcifying Strike: Your attack slowly converts the target into stone. Spreads 2cm2 x Int per sec until cleansed. Lasts 5 min, Cost 50 mana, cooldown 5 min

Air Blade: Produces a sharp blade of air that can cut through most armor, causing weapon damage. Cost 45 mana, cooldown 2 min

As much as I would like another ranged attack, especially one that would improve with Imbue, I decided to go with Shroud and Calcifying Strike. Shroud would give me something I have been sorely lacking, a way to escape a fight. Calcifying Strike sounded like a good way to disable an opponent or kill them, depending on how the ability worked. I did some quick math. It wasn't enough to cover an entire person, let alone turn an entire human into stone. I would have to test it and make sure to target important body parts.

I packed up my gear and Bella, it would be easier to exit the house with her in storage. I buffed myself and headed out the back door. Halfway down the back steps, I heard clapping. I whipped around, staff appearing in my hand. Lounging on the roof over the porch was a man in black. Wait I recognized this man, it was the one who killed Gregorio.

The clapping faded as the man replied, "That was quite the party you threw for us last night, congratulations are in order. You can relax, if I wanted you dead I would have killed you while you slept. Cute pet by the way."

The man disappeared into a puff of smoke, reappearing on the ground. I still kept my staff ready.

"Fine, whatever. I just came to let you know the work isn't done. Somehow the surviving members managed to fight off the freed slaves. We also believe that Harold, you might know him as Mr. Cotton, and his right-hand man Obidiah survived. It wasn't without injury though. We need to push the remaining forces before they can recover their strength."

"I did my part, why should I help you?"

The man laughed, "Yeah, like you weren't going to go back in to finish the job. You're an open book kid. Besides, wouldn't Fiona want you to finish seeing this through."

I lunged at the man but he turned into smoke.

"Don't you dare bring her up, you know nothing!" I growled.

The man appeared again a few feet back, "Touchy, touchy. Fine, I won't mention your old flame. Just thought you might like some assistance with the cleanup. Mutual self-interest and all that. So, you in or not?"

The man was an ass, but he had a point. I decided to scan him, to see what I was dealing with.

Jacob Moore | Shade Scout | Level 13

The man lifted his eyebrow as I scanned him but didn't say anything. I didn't know these people or trust them. Hell, I didn't trust anyone anymore. Still, his plan had merit. I could use some backup. It just galled me that this man seemed to know everything that was going on but their group only did hit and run tactics. It seemed to me that they could easily get in and out of the compound while killing off high-level members. A few might pose an issue for them. Obidiah especially. I had a feeling if that man ever got free he would hunt me to the ends of the Earth, just on principle.

"Did all the slaves die in the fighting?"

"Hmm, no, most just ran at the first sign of trouble. It's probably the reason the rest fell in the fighting. They took a good number with them though."

So most did what I did and got the hell out as fast as they could. Can't say I blamed them for that.

"Fine, where do we start?"

"That's the easy part. We will dispatch any patrols, killing off any members, while you go in and do, whatever it is you did to free the slaves. Then rinse and repeat. Eventually, they won't have enough members or slaves to send out."

"Ok, and when should we start?"

"Now works for me."

The man pulled his bow and shot a glowing arrow right past my head. The wet splat I heard made me whip around. A man appeared as he stumbled backward, an arrow jutting from his eye and a surprised look on his face. He reached up to try and pull the arrow out, but he was already dead. I recognized the man as one of Sharla's assassins. His body collapsed to the ground, his blade bouncing away as it hit the sidewalk.

"Well, that was quick of them. I thought it would take another twenty minutes for them to pick up your trail."

I glared at the cavalier man as he strode past and pulled the now inert arrow from the man's skull, "No point letting a good arrow go to waste," he said waving it in the air. He flicked the blood off of it and returned it to his storage ring.

"Shall we go? Or would you like to stick around and play with the others that are likely closing in?"

The man didn't wait for my response. He started walking down the alley, either I followed him or I didn't. I ground my teeth but chose to follow him. I also put my Talisman of Shuma on. It may have limited uses but I wanted something to see through cloaking and illusions if I came across others like the assassin. Which seemed likely at this point.

These assassins attacking me also told me something important. If Obidiah or Harold Cotton were in any condition to come after me, they would have themselves. They had healers, so this meant the loss of at least one limb. Even with healing, these took days or weeks to grow back unless you had the original to reattach. This might be my only chance to eliminate the threat unless I found a way to level at least five more times in two days. This seemed unlikely, considering I dropped a building on almost fifty people and only gained a level and a half.

            

    
        Chapter 54: Surrounded by darkness

    
    
    
    
                I followed Jacob along a winding path deeper into the city. Most of the main downtown had been reduced to rubble in the early fighting. The skyscrapers still stood but they sported numerous signs of battle. Windows blasted out, melted exteriors, even bullet holes. Any transported individuals didn't survive long in the fighting. Now the downtown center was the domain of monsters, or so I heard. Someone said they spotted a dragon roosting on top of the sears tower. Not sure I quite believed that.

I wasn't about to go there myself to confirm or deny the allegations. Jacob finally stopped at a blank metal door below an overpass. He knocked three times, waited a few seconds, and knocked two more times.

The door opened from the inside. There was no handle on the outside, not like that would stop anyone with magic or ability from just destroying the door. I followed Jacob inside. I didn't see anyone else. I decided to activate my talisman. A form seemed to waver into being next to Jacob. I decided to scan him as well.

Destin Malone | Shroud Hunter | Level 8

The kid didn't look older than fifteen. A wickedly curved blade was strapped to his waist and the kid wore it easily. I made a note not to underestimate young people. They could be just as strong as adults now.

I followed the two silently for another ten minutes. The tunnel getting darker and darker as we went. We popped out into a subway tunnel. No light penetrated the gloomy darkness, so I assumed either one or both ends of the above-ground portion had been caved in.

I was debating on whether or not to use another one of my talisman's uses when I heard a voice.

"I see you have brought a friend, Jacob. Care to explain?"

I looked towards a dark silhouette near the wall. The woman wasn't cloaked or hidden, I had just missed her because the room was so dark.

"Apologies, leader Stone, this is the man our contacts told us about," he said, waving towards me.

"Oh really?" she said, stepping away from the wall to get a closer look.

I couldn't make out her features clearly, with the lack of light. It was a miracle I could see anything at all. I chalked it up to my higher perception.

"So, you're the man that found a way to free the slaves? You don't look like much. How did you do it?"

I shrugged, "I only got the ball rolling, others implemented my plan for me. Perhaps you should ask them how they did it?"

I saw her lips curl into a smile, "Oh, we have, at least a few that we managed to save before the Dragons killed them or they fled the area. I was more curious about this."

She pulled out one of the stamps I had given out.

"Somehow I don't think this item is a short hammer or was it a meat tenderizer, no I remember now it was a device to pleasure oneself with. Yes, I liked that description the best."

God, I really wish there was a way to control that Odin rune to some extent. If it gave the same description every time it would be much more useful. I added that to my to-do list.

I shrugged at the Stone woman's question, "beats me, could be anything."

"A pity then," she said, "I guess you won't mind if I keep it. No, good," she added, without waiting for my reply. The item disappeared into a ring.

I didn't care if she kept the item, perhaps she wanted to gauge my reaction. Sorry to disappoint, lady. Eventually, they might be able to figure the item out. It wasn't like I expected to keep my craft a secret forever. It didn't mean I had to tell them about it though.

If she was stymied or surprised by my lack of reaction, she didn't show it. She just carried on as if nothing had happened.

"Well, what should I call you? Paul, or Mr. Fuller?"

I wasn't too surprised that she was able to identify me, I decided to try the same with her.

Stone | Hidden | Hidden

She gave a soft chuckle at my attempt, "a woman must have some secrets, Mr. Fuller."

I guess she wouldn't make a good leader of a shadowy organization if any Tom, Dick, and Harry were able to use Identify on her.

"Just call me Paul."

"Very well, Paul. I assume Jacob here has recruited you to help us?"

I guess she was technically correct.

"Yes," I replied flatly.

"Not one to mince words, I can respect that. Has Jacob discussed our plans for the remaining sect members?"

"Yes, your teams kill off the members outside while I secure the release of the prisoners. What happens if they don't want freedom?"

It was her turn to shrug, "Can't save everyone, Paul."

It was a cold, clinical calculation. One I already knew to be true, I just wanted to gauge their reaction. I wasn't about to risk my life freeing someone, just to have them turn on me for doing so. What was one more death on my conscience at this point?

"How will I coordinate with your teams?"

"They will find you and provide you the intel needed to be successful in our endeavor," she said as she faded from view.

I guess our meeting was over.

"Come, Paul," Jacob said, motioning me to follow.

I took one last look at the empty train platform as we walked back the way we came. It was hard to put any amount of trust in a group that always remained in the shadows. At least with the other groups, I knew who and what I was dealing with.

***

Leader Stone watched the newcomer leave. She pulled out the odd item and inspected it again. It came back as something different as it always did. She would have loved to know how he performed that little trick. She already knew what the item was. It was a stamp of some sort. Their contact at the gate had turned it over, explaining what it did. She had her doubts until they had managed to capture a patrol group to test it on. She still remembered the glowing symbols, before the magic hid them from view.

Of course, she recognized the design. She had a friend that had gotten a similar tattoo when she was younger. She didn't know what they had to do with magic though. She knew about enchantments. She even had an enchanted dagger. The design on that was completely different than the designs Paul utilized.

She even tried to have a few people duplicate the design. None of them had been successful at getting them to do anything. It did, however, give her a full layout of the design he used. One that didn't fade away after a small amount of time. A team had been sent to retrieve some books. Unfortunately, those didn't help explain what the combination of runes did. She couldn't even find one of the runes listed at all.

It would have been so much simpler if Paul had just told them. Instead, he chose to be standoffish. She wasn't surprised. She had the reports of what the Black Queen had done to him. She was surprised the man had managed to remain sane. She might be wrong on that assumption though. Who blows up a building while standing at the top?

***

I found myself huddled on the third floor of a building. It was late in the day and patrols were starting to return. These were long-range patrols and would be unaware of the events that transpired over the last few days unless they carried the bound books. Jacob popped in fifteen feet away, startling me. On reflex, my staff was already in my hand.

"Relax, I just came to let you know the group should be passing by in about three minutes."

I glared at the man before nodding in acknowledgment. He watched in curiosity as I produced a Dragon armband.

"You didn't think I was going to just go out and subdue them all, did you? I can weed out the followers faster this way."

It looked like the man wanted to say something, but chose to hold his tongue. I activated my buffs as I made my way to the first floor. The thick walls would help block the sound of my chanting.

After I got to the ground floor I hid off to the side of the broken out storefront. A few seconds went by before I started to hear the crunch of footsteps approaching. There was a shout of alarm followed by a flurry of activity. This was followed by some grumbling and complaining.

I chose this time to make myself known.

"Halt!" I said, stepping out of the store.

The five slaves froze. No that wasn't right, four of the five froze, and I gave the fifth a raised eyebrow.

"Well, looks like I only need to free four today. You might as well take your collar off, the revolt already happened."

The man looked at me and then at his team in uncertainty. He took a few steps back as they watched him. He reached up and slid the collar off, tossing it to the ground. Then he bolted. I let him go, no point chasing the man. I turned my attention back to the four remaining slaves.

"So... who would try to harm me if I freed them?"

I cleaned the blood off of my staff. Two of the four had sworn to destroy me if they got the opportunity. The remaining two had seemed relieved when I cut the others down. I could only imagine what nasty deeds they had performed. I used my newest stamp to free the last two, storing the collars.

By this time someone from the Shadow faction had turned up to lead them supposedly to safety. We repeated this process for three other groups that day. I only had to kill two more people during that time. One had managed to lie during my questioning. He managed to stab me twice before I used Calcifying Strike on his face. My armor blunted his blows, saving me from a fatal strike just barely.

The result of my attack was pretty startling. The calcification spread across his head in less than three seconds, thanks to my high intelligence score. The spell appeared to affect surface tissues first. The man screamed and tried to pull the affected tissues off. Well, he succeeded in doing that. Chunks of skin broke free as he clawed at his face. One of the other slaves vomited after seeing this. Couldn't say I blamed them, it was pretty horrific. After about twenty seconds the guy's upper body was encased, including his arms. He was still alive though.

I could have healed him, or cleansed my spell, but why bother. I freed the man from a life of enslavement and he turned around and stabbed me. Instead, I decided to test something. The other slaves had run off or were scooped up by the shadow faction by this point. I activated Earth Fist, but I didn't aim my spell for the ground. Instead, I used the calcified skin as my target. I pictured what I wanted the spell to do. I heard a crunch as the man's body was crushed like a tube of toothpaste.

I stepped back to avoid the fountain of gore that spurted out the top. Safe to say my test worked. I needed to play around with Metamagic and some of my other skills more later. I think I should be ok as long as I stayed away from my buffs and heals.

With that nasty bit of business out of the way, I pondered my mistake. I would have to be more careful with my questioning going forward. I would have to revive the tactic I used when first recruiting people for the revolt. I hadn't done it before because I thought it would have been clear if someone wanted to be free or not. I guess I was just being naive again. This whole process would go much faster if I just killed them all and moved on.

I don't know why I was even contemplating that as a possibility. Sure I would have to kill some people but others were still decent. Well, as decent as someone could be after being forced to be a slave soldier for months on end. I decided to just see how things played out. If the ratios started to change too much I would just change my plan of attack. Time was ticking away and I needed to confront the leaders before they recovered. I didn't have time to play nanny or be everyone's friend. There was likely a good reason the remaining slaves were still collared and not freed by the agents I set loose. I pondered this while I headed to my next ambush location.

            

    
        Chapter 55: Remnants

    
    
    
    
                I could see the gate up the block, at least five people were patrolling it.

"Ahem."

I spun around to face the voice. Jacob stood there with a smirk on his face.

"One of these times I'm just going to stab you and I'm not going to feel bad about it one bit."

"Probably, but that time isn't now."

"Just, tell me what you want?"

The man rolled his eyes, "You're no fun. I just came to let you know we can't take the gate."

"What do you mean you can't take it?"

"Just like I said."

I pinched the bridge of my nose and sighed, "why can't you take it?"

"Too many guards and at least two have detection auras going."

"Are they all sect members?"

Jacob leaned out past the building to look before shrugging. Well, he was no help here. I looked at the surrounding buildings.

"Fine... I'll do it my way."

I pushed past the man and circled to the building on the opposite side of the street that the gate was set on. I climbed the building's stairs to the roof. This was only a five-story building so it didn't take very long. It was time for human meteorite again. I readied myself by double imbuing my staff with earth and fire elements. This combination worked spectacularly this way. I tested my run-up, trying to judge the distance correctly. The spell I wanted to use for this stunt had a shorter range. I decided to add Impact to my staff as well.

The staff vibrated with the power of three spells but it held. That made me remember, I still had to get around to rune crafting my weapon. I took a deep breath and sprinted, activating Blink Step. My surroundings blurred as I zoomed across the roof. Just before the edge of the wall, I cast Area of Denial. I didn't even bother jumping over the short wall at the end of the roof. With my spell active, I just barreled through.

The noise and falling debris caused all the guards to look up. Some screamed as they recognized me. A few spells and projectiles flew my way, bouncing harmlessly off my shield. I realized I overshot the position I wanted to land. I tried to redirect my impact point even as the sect members jumped from the wall to avoid my strike. Others were attempting to run away from the wall. It was too late for those people.

I slammed into the bottom of the wall, tearing through it just before my staff struck the ground, activating Disruption.

Have you ever seen a volcano explode while standing on the rim? Yeah, that's what it looked like. The ground in front of me exploded into the air as it was superheated. The few poor saps that were caught in the range of my spell screamed as they sunk into the molten asphalt.

The molten material that was ejected from my attack fell across the street and into buildings. Another fleeing man was struck by one of the falling globs. He screamed and rolled around on the ground trying to dislodge the material.

Meanwhile, the three that had jumped from the wall were running away. I quickly stepped out of the small crater I made, the molten rock sliding from my barrier. I decided to run after the trio of fleeing men as opposed to the single man. I wasn't about to let them escape my wrath.

***

Duncan ran as fast as his twisted ankle would allow him. He was aware of the rumors about the Black Queen's pet, Paul, and he wanted nothing to do with it. That's why he jumped off the wall instead of retreating inside. He was only level eight for god's sake. He looked back and saw the devastation, then he saw the man's eyes. They were soulless and without mercy. He found an extra gear and ran a bit faster.

He heard the man next to him scream as he looked backward. They both threw spells and projectiles at the deranged man, trying to slow him down. It didn't matter. The man didn't even attempt to dodge or block the attacks. He just continued to chase them and was quickly catching up.

Duncan tried to plead with the man. It was no use, he would have been better off bargaining with the devil himself. The last thing Duncan saw was a white-hot blade piercing his chest.

***

I finished off the last man. The idiot thought he could plead for his life, they chose their fate when they joined the Black Dragon sect and there would be no mercy. Scum like him didn't deserve to live. I looked down the street where the last man had run off to. Jacob sat there, waving at me. 'At least he didn't let the man get away,' I thought.

I stripped the bodies of anything useful and headed back to the obliterated gate. The area I turned molten was starting to cool. You could hear the hisses and pops as the area around it tried to adjust for the massive increase in temperature. The part I found most telling was the lack of any reinforcements.

Usually, there were at least ten people stationed near a gate, in case they needed backup. They should have been here by now. I smiled. This meant the Black Dragon was low on trusted members.

Jacob strolled up as I watched the cooling street, "Bit overkill don't ya think?"

"No," I replied simply.

Jacob shrugged and disappeared in a puff of smoke. I walked through the wreckage of the gate, making sure to avoid the liquified area. I stabbed the last survivor in the back as I passed. He had passed out from the pain. It was time to hunt the head Dragon.

The streets were mostly vacant as I made my way farther into their territory. The cold was keeping most people inside it seemed or more had fled than I was led to believe. It worked for me. With my hoodie pulled up, my staff put away, and the armband clearly visible on my sleeve nobody gave me a second glance. I guess the racket I made at the gate hadn't traveled this far. Occasionally I would hear an aborted cry from an alley as I passed. Jacob and his men were doing their job.

I stopped a block and a half from the building Harold Cotton used as his headquarters. It looked like at least fourteen people guarded the entrance. One man stood out, his red and yellow accented robe blowing in the wind. His gaze fixed squarely on mine.

"Obidiah," I growled.

The man was down one arm but otherwise seemed to be healed. He walked towards me at an unhurried pace, the rest of the sect members left to guard the building. It seems they didn't trust slaves to help guard anymore, other than Obidiah. I smiled at that.

I produced my staff, imbuing it with ice and lightning. I didn't utilize the ice element very often, but it came in handy to slow opponents down as it caused frost damage. The lightning-sparked inside the ice as it coated the ends of my staff. Obidiah stopped half a block away. Too far for me to Blink Step to him. I got into a combat stance as the face-off began.

Then I heard him talk, which was rare, "Are you satisfied with the damage you have wrought? The lives you have taken? The lives that you will cause to suffer going forward?"

Was this guy for real, of course, I was. Then I noticed something. Obidiah wasn't wearing a collar anymore. My eyes narrowed at this revelation. Nobody would have been stupid enough to give this man the keys to his collar.

"Did you enjoy pretending to be a slave?" I replied back.

The man's face was stone, except for the faintest hint of a smile that faded almost as fast as it formed. That helped explain some of the inconsistencies I had noticed. His extremely high dual class level, his ability to place his hands on his master on the roof. He had been a trump card for Harold. But, why? What did he get out of the arrangement?

We continued to stare at each other as four men dragged two people out from alleys to the side. I recognized them. It was Moana and Sheila. It looks like they had been beaten pretty thoroughly.

"It wasn't too hard for us to figure out it was these two that started your little rebellion. Perhaps you will sacrifice your life for theirs? I hear it's what you like to do."

The man was trying to get a rise out of me, the anger stirred but with my skill I had more control over it now.

"No? Pity."

Obidiah strode over to the captive women and grabbed Sheila by the neck with his remaining arm. He cocked his arm back and forcefully threw Sheila face-first into the building. There was a wet smack as her head exploded on contact with the wall. Moana screamed and tried to struggle free, looking at me, her eyes pleading for me to help. I couldn't help even if I wanted to. I would be lucky enough to win this fight on my terms. Obidiah calmly walked back over to Moana and tore her throat out with his bare hand, tossing the bloody lump of flesh to the ground as she gasped and choked on her own blood.

I fought down the urge to vomit. I wouldn't give this man the satisfaction.

Obidiah faced me again and the other four walked off, leaving the dead bodies in the street as a sign of their disdain.

"Two cockroaches dealt with, one more to go," he said as he stalked towards me.

I was as ready as I could be. As he closed the distance he started sprinting. Then he screamed and his whole body blurred and stretched, leaving afterimages, like still frames in the air behind him. I got my Area of Denial up just in time as he slammed into the dome. It cost me almost my entire mana pool to cast it using Multicast, but it was worth it. The impact shattered the street and every window within fifty feet. Hell, even I staggered back a step as the dome, an invisible magical construct now sported a clearly visible crack.

I counter-attacked using Blink Step, adding Aura Strike to my weapon as I stabbed forward. This left me with only about forty mana.  He slapped my staff away with a contemptuous swipe of his hand. The force was enough to deform the blade at the end. He did take a bit of damage from the elemental effects. I could see his muscles tense up and ice frosted his hand. This didn't seem to slow the Monk/Juggernaught down much as he performed a sweeping roundhouse kick to my shield.

Again the air rang from the powerful blow, my shield cracking yet again. I stepped back to avoid another follow-up kick and let loose with Banshee's Wail. He staggered backward but was not stunned by the attack. I realized his class must give him some resistance towards stuns. I used two of my mana injectors bringing my mana back up to three hundred and I hit him with another Banshee's Wail. He staggered again, this time with a surprised look on his face.

That look didn't last long. He clenched his fist and punched the air towards me. Literally, he punched a wall of air towards me. My shield groaned in protest as the compressed air slammed against it, adding another crack.

I pulled out and injected two more mana injectors to top off my mana.

I struck out at the man again with my staff. He ducked under the attack and reached out to grab my staff. I let him grab it and quickly pulled out my backup staff. My shield forced the old staff out at high speed, wrenching him off balance long enough for me to hit him with a Calcifying Strike on his leg. Enraged by my ploy, he used my own staff against my shield. The staff impacted my shield and cracked in half from the force. My shield crumbled under the blow and fell to the ground with the sound of broken glass.

I retreated backward as he whipped the remaining portion of the staff at my head. It barely missed. His aim must have been affected by the slowing effect of the ice and calcification. He glared daggers at me as heat poured from his body. The ice and surprisingly the calcification melted way.

"Time to die, bug!"

I always knew it would come down to this. I cast Aura of Rage, followed by Regenerating Rain, Rejuvenate, Protection, Godly Might, and Blink Step, using Multicast. This left me with seventy mana. The world turned red and pulsed in time with the beat of my heart. I could see Obidiah's steps falter for just a moment as the effect of my aura slammed into him. I was losing health even with both my healing effects active so I had to make this fast. I blurred towards the man and slammed my staff down with an overhead strike.

Obidiah barely managed to avoid my blow, countering with another kick. I ducked under it, slashing at his leg as it passed by. I managed to score a grazing cut as the man pivoted like a damn cat to avoid most of the damage.

His hand snaked out like a viper and grabbed my staff. He used this leverage to force my staff to the ground, bending the blade as he somersaulted over me. He managed to kick me in the shoulder as he flipped by, leaving my arm numb and taking 84 health off of me. I stumbled away to try and recover. He wasn't having any of that. He came at me with a swift punch, followed by a twin roundhouse. I avoided the punch and the first kick. The second sent me flying backward. I scrambled to my feet and used a health injector. That attack had shaved over 200 health off, even with my armor absorbing a significant portion of the attack.

I ran forward and thrust my weapon towards the man, he tried to grab my staff again but I was able to reverse my strike, cracking him in the side with the blunt end of my staff. He staggered to the side with a hiss of pain. Blink Step ended then, causing me to stagger. It was all the opening the man needed as his hand lashed out and grabbed my throat in a vice-like grip. I tried to swipe at him but he head-butted me, causing my vision to swim.

My Aura of Rage fizzled out as I lost concentration. Obidiah kneed me in the groin and my hand nearly dropped my staff. Somehow I still held on to it, but I had no leverage to use the weapon at this range.

"This is how you killed her, my niece? How does it feel? Hmmm, how does it feel to have the life choked out of you?"

I struggled to try and free myself, hitting him with the staff, I even tried to stab him in the foot a few times. My healing spells faded, their magic spent. I started to lose consciousness. Somehow I always knew this fight wasn't going to end well for me, I struggled to the bitter end.

You have died

I felt my body sliding to the ground as he released me; I got the next message as Obidiah was turning around.

Second Chance has activated

I thanked the system for this skill and wasted no time, activating Flurry. I lurched forward, Obidiah already turning back towards me as he sensed something was wrong. It was too late, and I was too close for him to react. The blunt end of my staff struck out, hammering at the man's good side, along with his torso. He still managed to get his arm up to block many of my strikes. I heard snapping bones as my attacks rained home, sixteen in all. Obidiah stumbled back and fell. His arm had been reduced to a crushed mess, his ragged breathing forming pink foam on his lips from his punctured lung.

I pulled out a health injector and another mana injector. Already I could see the guards racing to kill me before their leader fell. I cast Shroud, covering the area in a heavy blanket of mist. The cold made it all the more miserable to be in, but I endured.

*Cough*, "You think this is over? Our family will hunt you down for this."

I didn't answer the man; instead, I circled around behind him. He tried to track me, using his legs to twist and keep me in view. You had to admire him for his tenacity if nothing else. Once I got clear of a possible attack from his legs I smashed the staff down on his face. He let out a wet gurgle. I repeated the action until I got the message I wanted to see.

Lethal damage: You have killed Obidiah Kooth

The battle was a near thing. Even with the man being partially crippled and without his main ability to teleport he still managed to kill me. If it wasn't for Second Chance I would be just as dead as Sheila and Moana. Hell if he had destroyed my head my spell wouldn't have been able to save me anyway. I got extremely lucky that he choose to strangle me. I looked away from the corpse and to the mist blanketing everything around. Even I couldn't see through it, I activated my talisman and swept my gaze through the fog. Some of the men had gotten within fifty feet of my position before the fog engulfed them. They were wandering around slowly, trying to make their way farther in. I firmed the grip on my staff and waded forward.
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                I finished off the last of the guards caught in the mist. It was laughably easy to kill them one by one. I secured their items while my mana recharged. A few storage rings, quite a bit of credit, and their weapons. The weapons I would sell, along with most of the storage rings. I would keep Obidiah's, it was another seven cubic foot ring.

I was going into the last fight without my biggest advantage available to me. Area of Denial would cost me a thousand mana if I wanted to use it again so soon. I could wait but that would give the man time to recover. No, it was better just to deal with it now. I did recast Second Chance though.

I walked towards the looming Black Dragon headquarters. It was time for this to end, one way or another.

I kicked open the door and was surprised to find... nobody. The ground floor was empty and quiet. Only the soft hum of the mana generator in the background. I wasn't about to risk taking the elevator. Twenty flights of stairs it was.

'Thank god for enhanced stats,' I thought as I topped the final flight of stairs. I was breathing heavily from the exertion but I wasn't winded. I cracked open the door to see the hallway quiet. Even the receptionist was gone from her desk. I made my way over to the office door, pushing it open with my staff. I was primed to retaliate instantly if I needed to.

The door swung open quietly showing an empty office. 'He must be in his apartment.'. I knew it was on the same floor from a few visits with Sharla over the months. The hallway to his apartment ended in a large steel security door. It was locked tight. I tapped on it with my staff, getting a dull thud. So not just steel, but concrete-filled as well. A month ago I wouldn't have had any way past this door without relying on my magma enhancement. Even then if this had just been a simple metal door I would still have had to use it. Instead, I used Metamagic and Earth Fist to tear a hole open in the door, utilizing the concrete inside.

The whole floor shook as my spell slowly tore apart the metal lining. I had to cast it repeatedly to make a hole wide enough to get through. Nobody came to attack me in that entire time. I kind of wondered where Jacob had wandered off to but put that thought aside as I stepped into the apartment. Harold Cotton was a minimalist and his apartment reflected that stark view. Light wood walls accented the darker wood flooring and the exposed metal rafters of the ceiling. The kitchen was done in mostly stainless steel, nothing on the counters to even mark that someone lived here.

I looked around the open space and headed towards the bedroom. The door was slightly ajar, so I pushed it the rest of the way open with my staff. Lying in the bed was Harold Cotton, or what was left of him. He was missing his hips and everything below that, along with one of his arms from the elbow down. The open wounds had been healed up but the rest of the damage had yet to repair itself. The man was hooked to an IV drip that looked to be keeping him sedated. This had been the man that led the Black Dragons, the one that decided all the world should be enslaved. 'How the mighty have fallen.'

I walked over to his bed and used the broken blade on my staff to cut open his jugular. The man didn't so much as twitch, as heavily drugged as he was. I waited.

Lethal damage: You have killed Harold Cotton

The message didn't bring me any peace of mind or joy, only closure. I walked out of the room and didn't look back. I needed to speak with the Shadows then I was done with Chicago. They could clean up the rest.

Jacob appeared as I stepped out of the building, "Is it done?"

I nodded.

"Good, come with me and we can report to Stone."

I followed the man past all the dead bodies, only sparing a glance for Moana and Sheila. They should have run, perhaps then they would have survived. We continued walking in silence, past the damaged gate. I hadn't seen a soul since I exited the headquarters. Either the Shadow faction had cleaned up the remaining members already or they had all fled. It didn't matter to me anymore.

Half an hour later we came across a plain-looking building. The way these people wanted to meet left me wary, but I chalked it up to the group's eccentricity.

"She's in the basement waiting for us."

Reluctantly, I followed Jacob inside. It was gloomy in the building, we disturbed untouched dust as we walked. Jacob crossed the floor and entered the stairwell down to the basement, I followed a few feet behind. Each step made me second guess coming here. However, Jacob never paused to look back or check to see if I was following. If he had I might have just turned around and left. We stopped at a door.

"She's in here," the man said, waving me forward.

I turned the handle and opened the door. What greeted me was a swirling portal open to a burning desert. I could feel the heat from this end. I turned to Jacob with a questioning look. Three other people had joined him in the short time I was faced away, including Stone.

"So, it's like that?"

"Sorry, it has to be this way, Paul, you are far too dangerous to have in our backyard," Stone said.

My staff appeared in my hand ready to attack the four but something pricked my skin and my body froze up. A fifth man walked from behind me to join the others. A thirty-second paralysis debuff appeared in my view.

Stone looked at me, "Don't worry, Paul. We won't kill you, you did us a great favor today. But like I said... we can't have you here. This portal leads to some other location on Earth. Eventually, you may find your way back. Perhaps by then, you will have conquered your emotions. Goodbye, Paul, thanks for the assistance."

The four men hoisted me into the air and threw me into the portal. Stone picked up my staff and tossed it through. "Wouldn't want to leave you unarmed."

The immobilization wore off just as I hit the ground, the portal ten feet in the air. I tried to scramble to my feet and jump back through as the portal winked shut.

'FUCK!" I screamed, "Why is everyone such a prick!"

I kicked the sand a few times as I cursed each and every one of those people. Had they even bothered to ask me I would have told them I planned to leave Chicago right after talking with them. Eventually, my anger subsided. What was the point?

They had done what they thought they needed to do, not that I didn't still hate them for it. It upset my future plans quite a bit. My first stop would have been to meet up with Frathsar and finally retrieve my reward, then I had planned to return to Fiona's commander and explain to him what transpired.

Now, where the hell was I? I looked around at the endless sea of yellow sand.

"You assholes could have at least dumped me on a tropical paradise!"

I picked a direction and started walking. If I died out here I would haunt the shit out of those pricks. I ended up removing my armor completely, this left me in only my leather pants and a thin shirt. I didn't have any other clothes to wear. After about five minutes of walking, I had to remove the pants as well. Now I was down to my boxers. At least I wouldn't die of dehydration. Regenerating Rain would keep me hydrated.

As I walked, I thought. The Shadow faction must have a portal mage, it explained why nobody had been able to find them so far. I wonder how far their organization spread or where they were truly located. My contemplation was interrupted as the sand under me shifted. At first, I thought the sand was sliding down, but I quickly realized I wasn't on a steep dune. No, this was something else, something under the sand.

I felt the sand shift again and I tried to jump out of the way, the sand below me sinking down into a funnel. I scrabbled at the sides of the quickly widening pit, just barely clearing the mouth filled with razor-sharp teeth that appeared a few seconds later.

I fired off a quick Identify.

Sand Devourer | Level XX

The worm-like creature wasn't Shai-Halud sized thank God, but it was still large enough to swallow me whole. The fact that I couldn't see its level meant it was at least level 27. I decided not to stick around to find out. I clawed the rest of the way out of the hole and started to run. If most of my skills weren't still on cooldown I may have tried to take the creature on.

The creature let out a moaning wail as it slammed its body into the sand towards my direction. The sand stirred at the creatures prompting and a wave of sand sped towards me. 'Figures this thing could use magic.'

I turned and stamped my foot down while casting Disruption. I hoped the spell would help cancel out the creatures. The spell failed to go off. Shit, I forgot the spell description said rock. I quickly used Earth Fist instead. A pillar of sand rose in the path of the attack. It didn't stop it completely but it seemed to reduce the attack somewhat. The rest of the tidal wave of sand slammed into me, knocking me from my feet as the sand poured on top of me.

I was buried to my waist in the sand and the creature was starting to sink back down so it could finish me off. I wiggled around frantically trying to move the sand away enough to free myself. I managed to do so before the creature closed in.

I pulled my legs from the sand and began to run again.

I tried to think of anything I could use to stop the creature from chasing me. The creature surfaced again, this time I cast Blink Step. The spell cost me two hundred mana since I had multicast it and it was still less than an hour from the multicast cooldown. I looked behind me, another wave of sand was coming my way but I was able to outrun it with my skill. It appeared like the devourer knew this as well. It dropped back into its hole and sped after me. It wasn't as fast as I was, with my skill running, but it was faster than I was on foot normally.

I Imbued my staff with ice and water as I ran, figuring a creature of sand and desert may want to avoid the cold. As the beast closed I slammed the staff into the ground and activating Disruption again for another two hundred and seventy-five mana. There was no wave but the water seeped into the ground in the spell's area of effect and froze solid. I heard the creature screech as it neared the cold. It turned and fled in the opposite direction.

I was glad to be proven correct.

I stopped to catch my breath, thankful that had worked to scare the creature off, at least temporarily. I doubt it would be enough to stop it completely. I continued running as soon as I got my breath back. The sand was not easy to run on and it took a lot more of my energy to keep up a fast pace. I wasn't surprised when twenty minutes later I heard the sand moving. I looked back to see a crest of sand approaching quickly. I used the same combo I used before but the creature swerved around the frozen section of sand this time.

"Shit."

Time to try something new. I ran to stand in the center of my frozen patch, activating Eye of the Storm. A blizzard of snow, ice, and sand circled around me. The temperature around me plummeted forcing the creature away again. I let the spell drop as the devourer fled once again.

We danced this way for hours, each time the creature would leave only to return. It seemed to have boundless energy and I was starting to get exhausted from the running. Bella turned out not to be very effective at running on the sand either. She sunk more than she ran with her bulk and thin taloned feet.

I needed to find a safe place to rest up. Looking around I could still only see sand, for all I knew the next dune over could have an oasis hiding behind it. If I could keep it up for another hour my Area of Denial would reset. My other option was to glass the sand with my magma combination. It would probably keep the beast at bay but would leave me trapped in the center of a superheated area of sand. My fire tornado trick was bad enough, heat-wise. If it came down to it I would use the combination though.

As I ran, I thought I saw a discoloration in the sand to my right. I decided to risk it and adjusted my heading towards the spot.

I stepped off the last dune into a hard-packed, cracked, and dried basin. I almost fell to my knees and kissed the ground in thanks. I needed to make sure I was safe though. I moved towards the center of the area, tall dunes of sand surrounded a thirty-foot area that had been blown clear. An hour went by, I heard the beast circling the area looking for me a few times. It never entered the area I was in though. I figured it had some synergy with sand with the way it used it to attack me. The beast finally gave up after another hour of fruitless searching. I watched it move away, the sand cresting in its path.

Finally, I collapsed to the ground and passed out.

            

    
        Chapter 57: Friendly face

    
    
    
    
                Fiona used her sword, and skills to fight off the tormented souls that resided in this place with her. Most were rather weak, but there were many and they didn't stay down long. She had tried to get Paul's help, his consciousness had occasionally shown up in this realm. But something prevented him from helping, she didn't think it was just fear.

She knew that was part of it, she still felt it sometimes. No, something had changed in the living world and Paul couldn't help her. At least until a few weeks ago. Something changed again. His presence stronger now, she could feel it.

With that change, the ghosts became agitated and tried to attack his being. She fought them off every day while his mind rested. Eventually, she learned how to form her will into weapons and armor to help her defend the man. She didn't blame the man for her death, that was on her for failing to defeat the Duelist. Each day she fought she grew stronger and the hordes of spirits grew weaker. Still, they persisted, like mindless undead.

Her blade struck out, glowing with ethereal power as it cleaved another spirit in two. The creature howled in agony as it dissolved into vapor. It would return. Something kept all of these spirits, including hers, tied to Paul. It was probably his conscience.

His world had strange ideas about killing someone that tried to kill you, or doing what you must to survive. Her blade flicked out again, lopping another spirit's head off. Eventually, they would overwhelm her like they always did and she would be torn asunder, just to start all over again. She didn't want to know what happened to Paul during those times. She doubted it was anything good.

She attacked another one as the rest rushed her. She fought as fiercely as possible as they tore at her, ripping parts of her essence apart. It was in vain, she still wasn't strong enough.

***

I awoke in a cold sweat, the nightmares were back. I was out of pills as of a week ago. I didn't go to get more because things were moving too quickly and I hadn't suffered for a few days. I sat up, looking at my surroundings. The wind had blown the sand a few feet closer to me while I slept, I was glad for my elemental resistance though as the hot sun beating down had not been able to fry my skin to a crisp. I got up and stretched my sore muscles while I tried to recall the specifics of my nightmare this time.

I saw Fiona fighting off the other faces of people I murdered, or allowed to die. It was never enough though. They dragged her down and tore her apart. I swear I remember her looking at me and smiling before her form faded away. As far as nightmares went it wasn't the worst one I've had to date.

I had no idea what time it was, the sun was setting so it was closing in on evening. I must have slept at least four hours as my Second Chance buff had run out. I recast all my buffs while I stretched. Now that I had solid Earth to work with I decided to try something.

I stood in the center of the area and concentrated, utilizing Metamagic and Earth Fist. Ever so slowly I lifted a five-foot section of the ground I stood on. I got it to a height of two feet before I had to stop and recover mana. 'This is going to take a while.'

Two hours later I managed to get a stone pole thirty feet into the air. I was a good ten feet above the highest dunes. I slowly scanned the area for anything. Now that it was after sundown lights of any type would be much easier to spot. Eventually, I spotted a slight glow far in the distance. I might have even missed it if I hadn't upped my perception at the last level.

I jumped from the top of the stone and set off towards the light.

A few more hours of travel brought me to a small walled compound. The sand devourer was nowhere in sight. It must have finally moved off to stalk other prey. The gate was open and two lizards in metal armor guarded the entrance with long spears. They eyed me but otherwise let me pass.

Perhaps it was the fact that I had my weapon stored. Or the fact that I was wandering around the desert in my underwear and a shirt tied around my head and nothing else.

I thought it might be the latter as other lizardfolk gave me curious gazes as I walked towards a central fountain. I fell to my knees and drank deeply of the fresh cool water. It turned out my Regenerating Rain spell was not very helpful at refreshing my thirst. It was harder than I thought to catch the droplets in my mouth.

A yellow and red spotted lizardman wearing a white scarf on its head approached me as I drank, "Greetings traveler. What brings you to my tiny piece of heaven?"

I pulled my soaking head from the fountain, " I just needed to cool off. Sorry for any inconvenience I may have caused."

"No need to apologize, the desert is an unforgivable mistress for those not born of its loving embrace. My name is Gok, what is yours?"

I stood up and accepted the offered hand, "Paul, and I was dumped in the desert by a group that I thought I could trust. Well, at least one that had goals that aligned."

"A sad tale, I'm sure. I could allow you to stay one night but we have few amenities out here. If you are looking for a village or the edge of the desert I can point the way."

I kind of got the feeling that while a gracious host, they didn't care for outsiders. I decided just to get directions to the nearest city and go from there.

"If you could point me to the closest city I would appreciate it."

"Very well, head east for three days. The city of Arman lies at the edge of the desert. It is not a city I was familiar with before."

I assumed he meant before the system transported him and his people over to Earth.

"Thanks again, Gok. You wouldn't happen to have a waterskin or something I can transport drinkable water in would you?"

"If you are willing to trade we might be able to provide you with something."

In the end, it cost me all of the weapons I had taken from the Black Dragon members to secure a child-sized water pouch. None of the lizardfolk was willing to give up a larger pouch. I understood; water was life, out in the desert. I thanked them for their hospitality as I exited the compound and headed east.

I was three hours into my journey across the burning sands when I thought I spotted something in my peripheral vision. My staff appeared in my hand as I whirled towards what I thought I saw. Nothing was there, except the rising heat off the baking sand. 'Heat must be getting to me.'

It happened again an hour later. I swear I saw a wispy form of something. I chalked it up to delirium and the heat. With my water bag and my old set of armor, I managed to funnel enough of my spell's water into the thing to refill it. It wasn't a quick or easy process. Once that was done I continued on.

***

One of the communications people rushed in, "Sir, we lost communications with Chicago."

Randy gave the man a withering look, "What do you mean by "lost communication"?"

The man gulped audibly before responding, "We are unable to contact anyone at headquarters. We tried all the backup channels as well. We thought it might be some power or magic blocking our communications so we also reached out to the closest outpost to HQ... th- they picked up without issue."

"Did they have anything to say about headquarters?" Randy asked, annoyed.

The man hesitated for a bit before answering, "They said there was a slave revolt, sir."

Randy slammed his hand into the table, cracking it, "I warned my younger brother that he was playing a dangerous game. Any word of my family or Obidiah?"

"N-no, sir."

"Dispatch Michael's team to find out what happened."

"R-right away, sir," the man said, giving him a salute before he left.

"What's the status of New York?" Randy asked, turning to his Lieutenant.

"Mostly secured, many of the factions killed themselves off in the early days of the fighting. The rest were easy to take down with our teams."

"Good. Once we're done I will be taking team four and heading back to Chicago to meet up with Michael to see what he discovered. You will remain here and consolidate our position. Eliminate anyone that doesn't fall in line."

Randy turned to leave but stopped and turned back around, "execute all our current slaves."

"It will be carried out immediately, sir."

He always thought slaves were a liability they didn't need. If it was true that a revolt had happened, they were now more of a liability than a help. Randy ripped the black armband off; it would no longer be needed after today.

***

I was glad to still have my Trubar armor, the nights were beyond frigid in the desert. With no safe place to stop and rest I just kept going. I would pause occasionally to rest my muscles or eat and drink. Whatever I had seen during the day had left me alone after sunset. I still thought it might be a mirage brought on by the heat, Identify hadn't been able to detect anything.

As I crested the next dune I spotted the top of a palm tree in the distance. It was so shocking to see that I just stood there motionless for over a minute. I ran down and up the dunes as fast as I could to get to the tree. I even went so far as to use Blink Step, to get there faster. Trees meant water, and water would likely mean a place I could rest. Each hill brought me closer and I started spotting the tops of more trees. I pushed myself even harder, cresting the last dune ten minutes later.

A small oasis greeted me, about twenty trees around a small pool of water, surrounded by thick vegetation. As much as my body demanded me to just rush in and fall asleep on the inviting green grass, I decided that caution might be prudent.

My staff appeared in my hand as I stepped into the grass. It was about knee length and soft, blowing in the slight breeze of the night. The area was quiet, no sounds of any animals or bugs intruded on this sanctuary. I made a lap around the area, checking for any animal tracks. I didn't find any signs of life or bones for that matter.

I searched the entire oasis without finding anything.

"I'm going to name you the Hidden Gem."

I waited but no notification presented itself. I guess that answers my question. Someone had already been here. The water looked clear and inviting as I walked up to the edge of the pool. I dipped a stick into the water. It came out intact.

"Well, at least it's not acid. I guess I'll try a drink."

I scooped up a handful of water and lifted it to my lips.

You have been poisoned

I quickly checked the icon before I started any healing.

Sand Serpents Kiss debuff: Your body withers as all of your fluids are expelled. Causes 300 damage every 10 seconds, 4m 51s remaining.

I braced for the first tick of damage. The pain was excruciating, I could feel sweat pour from my body as my skin started to dry out. Thankfully I had my 'Grin and Bear It' title reducing poison damage by 50%. I tried to cleanse the poison but my spell failed to do so. I quickly started healing the damage. Nothing to do but wait.

I guess this explained the lack of bodies. Even bones would be reduced to dust under the effect of this poison. It was a weird balancing act of healing and drinking water while refilling it with my other healing spell. After the poison wore off I was exhausted. I pulled out my sleeping bag and fell asleep in the grass.

            

    
        Chapter 58: Ghosts

    
    
    
    
                Fiona felt a shift, the angry ghosts no longer assaulting her as they looked into the distance. Something was drawing them away. This felt bad. She rushed through the other specters, cutting them down as she passed. Enraged screams howled for her blood. She made it through the throng of figures to see what looked like a pool. Only it wasn't showing the bottom of a pool, but stars and trees. A few specters had already reached the edge and sank into the 'water' only to appear on the other side.

"No!"

She ran after the specters, she didn't know why but the feeling that Paul was in mortal danger wouldn't leave her. She reached the pool and rushed in.

A moment of disorientation greeted her as she popped into the mortal realm. She could tell it was the mortal realm because of the trees and sand. The one thing out of place was the undead that came through before her and was likely to come through after. She materialized her phantom blade and let out a screech towards the three specters floating towards Paul's unconscious form.

She sped after them, cutting the first two down with ease. The third one produced a blade of its own and the fight was on.

She eventually won the contest as the last remaining specter didn't have nearly her aptitude with forming a blade yet. She watched as it faded to vapor before turning to address the rest. Dozens had climbed out of the pool and were all heading towards Paul. The system had bound them together and so she would fight, and if need be die again and again for him.

***

I awoke to the sound of wailing and bone-chilling cold. Wispy figures were popping out of the poisonous pool and all coming towards me. All except one that seemed to be fighting them off. I quickly used Identify.

Nightmare Specter x25 | Level 8

Spectral Companion | Level 13

I scooted back as a few closed in on me, whipping my staff at them. It passed harmlessly through them, seeming to cause no damage. I clambered to my feet but one managed to touch me. Its attack passing straight through my armor. I could feel the bone-chilling touch of the undead as it tried to swipe at me again. I backed away and tried to target it with a healing spell. Nothing. 'They must be incorporeal.'

I kept backing away. Hopefully, whomever this spectral companion was could deal with them. At least it looked like they stopped coming out of the pool finally.

I tried a few more spells to see if anything affected the specters. Only stunning gust seemed to have any effect, blowing them back a few feet. At least it was something. I ran around avoiding the creatures, using Stunning Gust to push any back that got too close.

Luckily they seemed more fixated on me, than fighting the other one. It managed to cut through them in a few minutes.

Fiona cut down the last specter and received a strange message.

Congratulations, you have fended off the nightmare and kept your charge safe. Ability granted.

Partial Corporeality: Ability to phaze in and out, to partially affect the real world.

She also noticed she had a level and a class again, not that she knew what a spectral companion was but she had a decent guess.

She floated over to Paul, the man still had his staff up and ready to attack. Not a lot of good it would do against her though.

"Stay back ghost."

"Technically, I'm a specter."

Wait, that voice...no it can't be, "F-Fiona?"

"In the flesh or should I say ectoplasm."

"Bad jokes aside, how? No, I must be hallucinating or dreaming, Fiona would never joke like that."

I ran my hand through the misty form, "Yep, must be hallucinating."

That's when Fiona slapped me across the face.

"Ow... ok, not hallucinating."

"Next time don't touch a woman without her consent. As for the how, I'm not sure. I suspect it has something to do with your conscience keeping the spirits sustained."

My guilty conscience was supporting the souls of those I killed or felt conflicted about. Well, that sucked.

"I guess that could explain my nightmares, I assume that was you and the rest of the people I killed?"

Fiona's form nodded, "I protected you as well as I could while you slept."

"So how are you here now, and not still wherever you were before?"

"I followed the other specters through the pool, then we appeared here. I can only assume that the pool somehow connected the realms of the living and dead together, somehow."

I wondered if it was because I drank from the poisoned water or because of the many creatures that probably died from drinking it. I guess it didn't matter.

"Um... so what now."

"I guess I get to follow you around and protect you. Someone needs to keep you from doing something stupid."

"I'm glad you're back Fiona, but I can't exactly have a specter following me around all day."

Her form seemed to drift apart and I thought she had moved on or something until I heard her whisper in my ear, "Don't worry, nobody will even know I am here."

Her breathy voice in my ear stirred emotions I thought better left alone. Although, I did wonder how the mechanics of something like that would even work. I was glad that she was alive? Well, back anyway, at least in some form.

"So, where are we anyway?"

I looked to the right, where I thought I heard her speaking, "Could you remain visible when we are alone, it's hard enough to grasp this whole situation without having to guess where you are."

"Fine," she pouted, reforming into her whispy form from before.

She had definitely changed since she had been alive. Less rigid than she was before, no pun intended. It was... kind of nice.

"I have no clue, I got thrown through a portal and landed in this desert. There should be a city a few days east of here called Arman."

She just looked at me with a judgemental tone, "See, you need someone to have your back."

I didn't disagree with her. I wanted to be able to trust people but my luck with that was pretty poor up to this point.

"So, what are you capable of?"

She shrugged, "I can fight off ghosts and slap you as far as I know."

"How are you able to hit me anyway?"

"It's a skill I picked up after saving you from the other specters. It seems like I can activate it at will."

"Well, that's handy. I guess we might as well continue walking...or in your case floating."

Her form seemed to solidify some more and her feet formed. Now she looked like a mostly transparent version of her former self, ghostly armor and all.

"Better?"

I nodded, "Hey, let me try something, can you make your form corporeal for a bit."

"Sure."

I tried casting my buffs on her. To my surprise, they actually worked. I was even able to add her to my party.

"Well, didn't think that would work. Go incorporeal again and let's see if they remain."

Her form faded slightly and she dropped out of the party, so I couldn't tell if the buffs remained.

"Do you still have the buffs?"

"No."

I guess the magic had to be tied to something physical to work. It also explained why I couldn't target the others with my spells before. Fiona would need to be careful in her corporeal form though. If I could cast buffs on her she could be hit by magic or healing. If our previous experience with the undead proved anything it was that healing damaged them severely. I let her know as much and she just smiled.

The sun was starting to come up, and along with it the heat of the day. So I removed my armor again. I really needed to get some other clothes. I heard Fiona whistle in appreciation as I stripped to my underwear again. I just rolled my eyes and started walking, her form fake walking beside me.

"So... what have I missed since I died?" she said with her hands clasped behind her back like some super energetic teenager.

I turned my head slightly towards her and gave her a quizzical look, "You are different than I remember. Are you sure you're the same Fiona?"

She stopped her antics, "I guess I'm just excited to be free from that place, the chance to experience the world again...even if only as a specter."

"Guess I can't fault you for that. Where would you like me to start?"

As we walked I relayed the story of my last four months. Some parts were harder to talk about than others but I told her anyway. I figured if anyone would understand it would be her, dead or not.

"So they are all dead?"

"Most of the main ones, I figure the Shadow Faction will probably finish off the rest."

Her form literally glowed at that news. Good to know I could tell her mood.

I chuckled.

"What's so funny?"

"I had planned to leave right after meeting with the Shadow Faction, so they spent all that time to try and set me up for nothing. Hell, they even helped me out."

Fiona floated in front of me, "How so?" she asked, floating backward while I walked.

"Well, if it wasn't for them you would still be stuck in...well wherever you were. Now that you're back I couldn't think of anyone else I would rather have by my side.

"Aw, you're gonna make a ghost girl blush."

I rolled my eyes.

"So what are your plans after getting to this village?"

I shrugged. I hadn't really thought about it. Too busy trying to survive in this hostile desert.

"The usual I guess, hunt monsters, look for dungeons, explore, who knows. I just don't want to be tied down to any single location. Especially with what happened in Fox Valley and farther North. My tolerance for dealing with people has grown quite short, being tortured day in and day out will tend to do that to a person."

Fiona stopped floating backward, forcing me to stop or walk through her, and that felt like I would be violating some unspoken rule.

"Paul, you need to regain your humanity, your love of life. It was one of the things I admired about you, you were always upbeat, willing to tackle any challenge. I can't watch you wallow in self-pity or dwell on what happened in the past."

"Easy for you to say," I muttered.

Her slap sent me reeling to the ground.

"This is what I mean. The Paul I remembered wouldn't have said something so insensitive, he may have been curt but never hurtful."

I rubbed my sore jaw as I stood. I didn't offer an apology, even though I knew she was right. I continued walking as she returned to walking beside me.

We walked silently for hours before I felt a distinct rumble in the sand. My staff appeared in my hand as I scanned the dunes. I spotted the Sand Devourer trail. It was coming straight for us...well, for me since Fiona was insubstantial.

"We have company."

Fiona looked to where I was pointing, "What is it?"

"A sand devourer, level unknown."

"So we fighting or running?"

"I ran enough, time to teach this overgrown earthworm what I can do."

Fiona smiled at this, her ethereal sword coalescing in her grip, "Good, I wanted to test out my abilities against the living."

A shiver went down my spine, I was glad she was on my side. I decided to go with water and lightning this time, imbuing my staff with the elements.

I waited for the beast to come up under me and leaped into the air as the vortex of sand started. The angry worm burst from the sand-pit and tried grabbing at me but my jump enhanced with Godly Might carried me well outside its upper reach. As I reached the apex of my jump I cast Eye of the storm.

"Let's see how you like a storm."

The winds of the spell whipped the sand around, soaking everything with torrential rains as bolts of lightning impacted the ground, flash melting bits of sand. The beast was impacted repeatedly as it was slowly pulled from the sand by the upward rising current of air.

The beast howled in outrage, trying to retract into the wet sand or use it against me. It was no use the sand had too much water and its control had been diluted. That's when Fiona struck. Her ghostly sword slid easily through the creature's thick bony plates. It spasmed with each attack, trying to flatten its attacker. Fiona just faded back into her spectral form or floated away from the attacks.

The beast started thrashing violently as I finally landed on the ground. It opened its cavernous mouth wide and I could see a furnace of death. It turned its open maw toward me and released a jet of superheated air. The attack blasted through part of my storm, leaving melted sand in its wake. My enhanced storm was the only thing that saved me from its attack.

I couldn't keep it up for much longer and the lightning strikes didn't seem to stun the creature as they should. It did cause it to twitch violently with each strike so it was harming the creature. I kept the spell up for a total of ten seconds, draining my mana to around a hundred points. It was refilling quickly though.

The beast flailed about as Fiona attacked it. I could see it readying another one of those heat attacks. I cast Impact Blink Step and Calcifying Strike as my mana hit one-twenty. As Fiona distracted it I raced in, slamming my staff against the creature's exposed belly. The creature wailed in pain and whipped its body around at an astounding speed. It caught me across the shoulder, tossing me twenty feet away. I landed heavily in the sand, my arm was broken by the attack.

I stumbled to my feet and turned to watch. My attack had been successful. Imbue had activated, stunning the creature finally. While it was stunned its body quickly started to calcify from my attack. A five-foot area had turned to stone before the stun wore off.

The creature was irate and the sand around it began to boil and melt as it raged against the damage my spell was inflicting. I was glad I decided against trying my fire, earth combination. I had to run from the area, even with my elemental resistance I was starting to take damage from the heat. Fiona didn't seem to suffer the same shortcomings. She would attack and retreat, switching between her forms.

After three more minutes the Sand Devourer finally fell silent. Everything within thirty meters was molten glass. As it cooled you could hear sharp cracks, bits of glass spraying as the glass cooled rapidly.

Fiona floated over to me as I waited for the area to cool, "That was an interesting fight, I see you have picked up some new skills."

"Well, I did gain three levels. How about you?"

"The fight was informative. It seems I can switch my state as long as I am not attacking. No new skills though."

"Still, you are almost impossible to beat unless someone can hit your spectral form."

"Yes, I will need to be cautious of that, the worm was able to damage me slightly in my corporeal form. It is healing but it is slow."

"I would offer to heal you, but we know what it does to undead."

"Yeah, let's not test that until I am fully healed."

Once the ground was cool enough I walked across the glass, it crunched and snapped underfoot. As we closed I could see how much of the creature had been turned to stone. It seemed a good portion of its top half had been calcified, whatever ability it used in the end not able to cancel out the effects of my spell.

I looted it and received a surprise.

Mana Heart

Scale x3

This mana heart was three times the size of the one I used in my armor, it was also blood-red in color as opposed to the greenish hued one I got from the centipede queen.

Fiona floated up, "I don't think I have ever seen a mana heart quite that large. The beast must have been level thirty at least."

"Any idea what it's worth?"

She shook her head, "no, but it would be substantial. Have you made any progress in your crafting? Perhaps you could use it to power armor or a weapon."

I forgot to tell her about my armor.

"I did manage to find some time, unfortunately, my armor was damaged in the fight with Obidiah. I thought mithril would be stronger."

"Mithril? That seems extreme for armor, do you have it on you?"

I pulled the armor from my ring and set it on the ground for her to look at. It was weird watching her hover halfway in the ground to inspect it.

"It is truly a stunning piece of armor. Now, I am no expert in the field but did you magically imbue the runes you carved?"

"No, I carved them normally, why?"

"That might be your problem. Since we were required to maintain our own armor I had to learn a few things about the metals. I recall hearing that Mithril would lose its strength if it was altered in any way non-magically."

I looked at my very expensive set of armor and the runes that covered every piece of mithril, "Well shit!"

A quick test using my staff confirmed Fiona's suspicion. The plates broke under a full strength swing. I tossed it back into my ring, I would have to deal with that trainwreck later. For now, we continued towards the city.

            

    
        Chapter 59: Civilization

    
    
    
    
                "Can you keep an eye out for me? I have some items to go through."

"I will try but I didn't sense that sand devourer coming so just don't get too distracted," Fiona said floating higher up.

I nodded to her, pulling out the first book I got in Chicago. I flipped through the pages and determined it was worthless. I put it in one of my spare rings. I continued going through the books. About half of them turned out to be useless for what I wanted.

"Where did all the books come from?"

I looked up at Fiona, "I stole them from the library in Chicago. I was hoping to further my knowledge about runes and armor crafting."

"So does that mean you want to settle down and become a crafter?"

"No, I just thought it would help me. Can't hurt right."

"So, anything interesting?"

"There are a few books that might be interesting, I will need to sit down and actually read them though."

"Does that mean you are done sorting your items?"

"Almost, I still have to go through the stuff I stole off of Sharla, her Father, and Obidiah."

I had to search through eight storage rings before I found Sharla's. Of course, it had to be the last ring I searched in.

I pulled out each item one at a time and inspected it.

Crafted Leather Brigandine

Quality: Excellent

Armor: 18

Slashing resistance: 40%

Stabbing resistance: 40%

This metal-reinforced leather brigandine was crafted by a novice crafter with good materials.

When I pulled out the armor it brought up old feelings of rage and anger. It had a silver embroidered dragon head, prominent on the chest. I should remove the fabric and replace it with something else before I sold the armor. Putting it back, I checked the other items.

Health Injector(100HP) x10

Mana Injector(100HP) x10

Clark Family Long Sword

Teleportation Scrambler

Enhanced Slave Collars x6

Rations x20

Water Bottle x5

Emergency Signal Ring

I slapped my forehead when I found the food and water, I should have checked the rings earlier. Oh well, the weapons I traded weren't worth much anyway. I took all the health and mana items into my ring.

Fiona floated down when I pulled out the sword, touching it lovingly. I asked her what she wanted me to do with it.

"If we ever return to the Commander, please give it to him. Perhaps he can find a way to return it to my family."

I nodded.

I was tempted to just toss the slave collars into the sand and let them be buried for all eternity. But I held off, deciding they may come in handy as improvised explosives again. I tucked them away, for now, eventually, I would transfer them to one of the smaller rings.

The Teleportation Scrambler was a neat item. I remember it was the item Sharla's Father had given to her. It looks like she kept it.

Teleportation Scrambler: Produces a field that prevents anyone from entering a room without using a standard entrance.

That would come in handy, I think I will keep it. The last item was the Emergency Signal Ring, I checked the description.

Emergency Signal Ring: Triggering the ring using a bit of mana will alert the wearer of the other ring that you are in danger.

The ring was useless without its counterpart. Neither Obidiah nor Sharla's Father had the ring on them. My guess was it was lost in the building destruction. I tossed the ring into the sand as I kept walking.

Harold and Obidiah had very little on them. Certainly no storage rings. I did get an interesting ring from Obidiah.

Temporal Skip: Once per day the user can skip in time.

"Fiona?"

"Yes?" she asked, floating down.

"Tell me what this looks like."

I activated the ring as I walked forward. I could feel the effects deactivate after two seconds.

"How odd, it looks like you leave after images as you walked."

"I thought as much, Obidiah used the item against me in our fight. I might hold on to it."

I put the ring in my storage. Sharla's Father had no items on him, I did pry open the safe in his office though. There were mostly documents about the Black Dragon. Those I left, but I did take the journal and the credit stick that was stored in there. That added another 2000 credits to my measly fifteen I had left from my shopping spree. I would look through the journal later.

I let Fiona know I completed my inventory. The other small rings held nothing of value other than slave collars. I choose one and dumped the useless books and items into that ring. Maybe someone would want to buy them.

I pulled my staff out and inspected it. It was in rough shape. The blade was broken off and it was discolored from my repeated use of multiple imbuements. I needed a weapon capable of handling my elemental powers. It was obvious my current staff would not last much longer at this rate. Maybe it was finally time to rune craft a staff.

The rest of the day went by quietly, I actually forgot Fiona was there until her voice startled me.

"Incoming."

I looked toward the direction she was pointing. I couldn't tell what it was but there was a plume of dust. "Any idea who or what it is?"

"Riders of some sort, I'm going invisible."

I nodded and drew my staff, then I checked to see if all my buffs were active. I stood at the top of the dune watching the three riders approach on...four-wheelers?

They stopped about a hundred feet out, the one in the lead turned towards the other two before they hopped off the vehicle. The person walked toward me.

"Hello there, friend," the man spoke in a thick Creole accent.

"That's far enough, what do you want?" I asked, keeping my staff planted in the ground.

"Clem spotted someone wandering in the desert and we thought we could provide aid. We didn't mean to startle you friend, and we mean no harm."

I snorted at that, "You from Arman?"

"We are, haven't seen you around before. How'd you hear about our little slice of heaven."

"I ran across Gok's compound."

"Ah the scaly folk, nice enough if you're trading."

"I guess if you want to be fleeced for some simple items."

The man laughed at that, "true enough. I'm Martin by the way. We do monster patrols and trade with the surrounding communities. You want a ride to Arman?"

I looked towards the four-wheeler and asked, "How did you get those running?"

The man looked back towards his vehicle, "Oh those old things, good old Creol engineering." the man said, smiling.

I knew they weren't mana engines. Too much noise for one, and the smoke coming out of the tailpipe spoke of the internal combustion.

While we were talking I saw Fiona fade into view behind the other two vehicles. She didn't pull her blade so I figured things looked ok on her end.

"Well, if you're offering a ride I guess it would be rude for me to decline. By the way, what state am I in?"

"Well, Arman was located in Southern Louisiana. Hard to say if we are in the same state anymore. Can't see the ocean and we haven't spotted it within three days ride of Arman."

I grit my teeth. 'It could take me months to find my way back north. Might just be better to stay in this area.'

I started walking down the hill, when I got to the bottom I shook Martin's hand, "I'm Paul by the way."

"Nice to meet you, Paul. That's Clem and Joshua," the man said, gesturing to each.

Now that I was close enough, I used Identify on all three. It was more important for me to know what I was dealing with than offending people.

Martin | Occultist | Level 7

Clem | Ranger | Level 8

Joshua | Shifter | Level 7

"Go ahead and hop on the back, Paul. Make sure you hold on tight it's a rough ride in this sand, we have to go quite fast to avoid the sandworms."

I nodded in response.

Their chosen classes were interesting, I was slightly surprised by the low levels though. I guess it made sense if they didn't have to fight constantly like I was forced to.

I stored my staff and got a raised eyebrow from Martin.

"Storage ring," I said, showing him the item on my finger. I wasn't afraid of these three attacking me and was curious to see their reaction. Mild interest was all I saw from their eyes.

"Yea we seen a few, not many round here have em though. I know Gok has one, a couple folk that passed through also had them. Never did say where they got em though."

I shrugged, "Probably picked them up at the Bazaar."

When I got blank looks, I added, "big magical building that leads to a multidimensional flea market."

"Uh... huh," was all Martin said, "any idea where we could find this Bazaar?"

I had to shrug again, "not around here, I originally came from Chicago. There was one there and another a few days north of that one. They seem to spawn randomly but usually around major urban areas."

"Hmm, Biloxi might have one then," Joshua said.

I hopped on the back seat of the quad, glad it had side handles. It would be a little weird for me to hug the torso of a man I just met.

"We can talk about it when we return, should get moving. Sandworms could be here anytime."

I hoped Fiona could keep up.

We crossed dunes at a staggering speed, these vehicles easily tearing through the sand with their paddle tires.

"So, Paul, what did you do before?"

I barely heard Martin over the rushing wind, "IT," I said, not really wanting to drag up my past shitty job.

"Oh, that's cool. Had a brother that did that in Biloxi."

"What did you do," I asked, expecting the normal small talk.

"I helped the cartel run drugs. Well, most of the town did really. Don't worry though, kind of hard to run drugs across the ocean when you got no ocean," the man added, chuckling.

"Seems like a dangerous profession," I added warily.

"It was, but we weren't really given a choice. Cartel thugs took over the town years ago. The System was the best thing to happen to us since. The thugs went crazy when it hit but we knew it was a sign. The city banded together and we took care of the problem once and for all. Good people died to see it happen, may they rest in eternal peace. Anyway, now we patrol to keep the area safe from monsters and roaming gangs."

"Shitty people everywhere," I mumbled.

The man had good hearing, "That there are, that there are."

The trip was just as rough as the man said. I held a death grip on the handles as we crested dunes fast enough to be airborne. The man had no issue keeping the vehicle under control, perks of the system.

I heard Clem shout, "On our right!"

I looked over and saw the telltale sign of a Sand Devourer. It looked like it was trying to cut us off.

"Hold on tight, looks like we're going to cross paths with the worm."

Thirty seconds later a funnel started to form in front of us. Martin gunned it as we flew over the forming pit. I looked back and saw Joshua drop an item into the hole as he veered around it. A few seconds later a boom resounded followed by a spray of sand. The monster shrieked and sped off in another direction.

"That should keep him off us."

"Why not kill it?"

"Ha, things are tougher than all get out. When they are injured they also like to burn the area, hot enough to turn sand to glass. No thanks, I'll stick with tossing some C4 into their gullets from time to time."

Couldn't argue with that, I doubt they had abilities like me. I already knew they didn't have my level. I doubt I would have been able to kill the one I fought without Fiona helping me.

The rest of the trip went by quickly and quietly. The dunes started to become smaller, eventually, transitioning into swampy soil. The quads had no issues operating in this stuff either but they didn't have to for long. After about a mile we exited onto drier ground and followed a road up to a shed.

"We gotta park the quads here, paddle tires don't work so well on hard dirt."

I nodded and stepped off of the machine. I was stiff from the ride but happy to not have to traverse the rest of the desert and swamp on foot.

"Thanks for the lift."

"No problem, we needed to head to town anyway. I can introduce you to the constable. She will be happy to show you around our community."

From my point of view, these people were way too trusting, but if they had a whole town backing them up there was little any single person could do to them. I decided to walk with the three men, it helped work the soreness out of my limbs.

It was another three or four miles before the town came into view. A wall made of old vehicles, building supplies, and sections of raised dirt and stone surrounded the place. A makeshift gate had been placed along the road. I could see people walking along the top, no guns in sight. That was a good thing in my mind. I did see a few bows though.

Martin waved to the people on top of the gate, a few waved back, the others just kept an eye on me.

We passed through the open gate and Martin walked up to a guard sitting at a table, on the ground level, "Any idea where Sally is?"

"You should really use her title," the man grumbled.

Martin barked a laugh, "she's my sis, I'll call her what I want."

"Fine, and when she kicks your ass, I'll make sure to let Luise know not to heal you. She's probably at Hanigan's."

"Thanks, Roger," Martin said, waving as we walked down the street.

The town was quaint. It was definitely old-school south. The houses were large and ornate, everything was high off the ground, stairs leading to entrances. A remnant of their pre-system location being below sea level. As we got closer to downtown, the buildings got smaller and closer together. Eventually, they were wall to wall, none of the buildings rising over three stories tall.

It reminded me a lot of where I grew up in the north. Small town Americana at it's finest. Eventually, we stopped outside what looked like a bar. The sign read Hanigan's

"Here we are," Martin said enthusiastically.

The group pushed through the door into the bar, the inside was clean and quiet. A few candles lit the space, providing just enough light to drive the gloom away. The building wasn't designed for natural light to filter in, hence the candles.

A woman was behind the bar cleaning some glasses, Martin walked up to her. "How's it going, sis? Oh, I brought a new arrival to meet you."

I could see the woman tense up when he called her sis. She placed the glass back on the table and glared at Martin, "how many times, do I have to tell you, call me Constable or Miss Jenning."

Martin rolled his eyes, "Yeah, yeah. Anyway, this is Paul. Found him wandering around the desert."

The woman turned her gaze towards me, looking me up and down. I figured if she was going to give me the third degree I might as well do the same, activating Identify.

Sally Jenning | Freehome Constable | Level 10

She had a respectable level for someone in the ass-end of nowhere. I was curious about her class but chose not to inquire. If she didn't know I had Identify I wasn't going to freely divulge the information at this time.

After she took my measure she smiled, it seemed forced and didn't reach her eyes. "Nice to meet you, Paul, sticking around or just passing through?"

"Not sure yet, it really depends on what I find in the area."

"Well, we are more than glad to have you stay if you chose to, always good to have another fighter to keep the monsters at bay."

"I don't ever recall saying I was one."

She laughed, "it's easy enough to see by the way you hold yourself and the way your eyes quickly scan a room."

"Fair enough," I replied. "For now I could just use a room and food."

"My brother can lead you to the hotel. Gates are locked at dusk. If you leave town don't expect them to open again until morning."

I nodded in acknowledgment before Martin led me back out and towards the hotel.

"Your sister isn't overly friendly," I stated blandly.

"She just needs to get to know you a bit before she warms up to ya. Too many issues with outsiders' pre-system, left her a bit apprehensive of new faces. Just stay out of trouble and you'll be fine."

I nodded as we walked.

"Here we are, Case de Arman," Martin said, arm extended to present the hotel.

The building was a three-story brick construction with large stone columns that ran all the way up and through the wrap-around walkway.

"Thanks, I think I can take it from here."

"Sounds good, oh forgot to mention, rooms are ten credits a night. I guess I should have asked if you had the credits before leading you here, I'm sorry."

"That's fine, Martin, I have the credits."

"Excellent. Hey if you're interested I may have a job for you in the morning. I will meet you in the lobby in the morning to discuss it further."

Before I could deny or accept the offer the man was gone, running off down the street. I just groaned.

"Excitable fellow," I heard Fiona say quietly.

She was still invisible and I chose not to respond as I walked into the hotel to get a room and some food.

            

    
        Chapter 60: New acquaintances

    
    
    
    
                I found the food to be decent. The hotel was interesting, unlike the bar you could tell the building was old. Built pre-electricity, it had fireplaces in the common room and dining hall. The food tasted like it was cooked over an open fire, which was almost a guarantee as I didn't see or hear any mana power sources.

The bedrooms had large windows that could open and wooden slatted shutters that could control the airflow. Which was good considering the muggy heat of the swamp. Retro-fitted ceiling fans hung from the ceiling, completely useless without electricity. An oil lamp was set on the table next to a bed that sported a mosquito net.

I plopped into the bed as Fiona became visible again.

"An interesting place, it seems more closely related to buildings in my world than the ones I have seen of yours."

"Yea, this place is old, probably built two-hundred years ago or more."

"So, do you plan on helping Martin with his task?"

"Depends on what he wants, if it isn't too arduous I don't see why not. Just, so long as I don't get too involved with local politics. I've had enough of other people's problems for the time being."

I wasn't being totally honest with Fiona, I also didn't want to get to know these people. I have lost enough peers lately. Each loss was hard on me, even if I didn't let it show anymore.

The latest loss had been one of the harder ones since Fiona. Moana and Sheila were good people. They had risked everything to set a bunch of people free, more than I ever did that was for sure. I still regretted the fact that I couldn't do anything to save them. Obidiah was a monstrous man. Then there was poor Jamal. If Obidiah had shown up on the roof, that meant Jamal had been taken care of.

I still felt bad for having to use the man in that fashion. There was just no other choice with the time I had left. It was just another failure I had to live with, another ghost to haunt my dreams. Like I needed any more of those. Maybe once I finished assisting Martin with whatever he wanted I could search the area for a dungeon. That might allow me to cut loose and vent this frustration I had.

Another thing I needed to do was visit Biloxi and see if it had a Bazaar there. Maybe I would get lucky and it was linked to the one up north. At the very least I could acquire a message item to send Frathsar. There must be items that didn't need to be linked to send correspondence to people. Plus I needed new weapons, along with a visit to a blacksmith to see if my armor could be salvaged.

"I'm going to wander around town, ill be back before morning."

"Sounds, good. Stay out of trouble," I said, rolling over and closing my eyes.

Fiona turned invisible as she floated through the closed door. She still found the sensation odd. She floated through the town, with no particular goal in mind. People walked about oblivious to her presence. Eventually, she was drawn to a graveyard. It was odd, everything was stored above ground, she would ask Paul about this later, maybe he knew why.

As she floated through the graveyard the pull intensified. It wasn't a pull on her body, but more on her mind, calling her to come forward. She was curious to see what it was but her sword appeared in her ghostly hand just in case.

Once closer she saw a young woman, sitting outside a spell circle that held a single lit candle. The woman's eyes were pure white and she was chanting some words to a ritual. When the woman finished a verse the pulse of power that drew her here rippled out again. She was able to resist the pull, but she could see wisps of ethereal light starting to be dragged into the spell circle.

After awhile the wisps materialized into a man.

"Why have you summoned me caller?" the ghostly voice spoke.

The whiteness faded in the woman's eyes as she looked at the man, "I seek to grow stronger and need information."

"And what do I get in return?"

"I could release you from this bound existence."

The ghost seemed to ponder that for a bit, it happened to glance up and spotted Fiona. The creature's eyes went wide before it screamed an unholy scream. "Betrayal, why have you summoned a Spectral Guardian?"

Before the woman could even comprehend what was going on the form of the ghost evaporated, leaving the woman in shocked silence. She looked around frantically in the direction the ghost had been staring but saw nothing. Fiona was still invisible. When the woman's eyes started to turn white again Fiona fled.

***

Monique was flabbergasted at the turn of events. She had been calling ghosts for months without an issue. She could only ever ask one question of them though, turning it into a slow process. When she activated her sight ability she spotted the remnants of an armed and armored woman. The sight sent a shiver down her spine.

Most ghosts only showed up as indistinct blobs of glowing light, at least until they were within her spell form. This was something altogether different, and much stronger. She gulped, she hoped she hadn't accidentally lured a vengeful spirit into the town. She would need to let her Gran know about this. Perhaps she could help capture or rid the town of this creature.

***

I awoke, feeling rested. It felt like I hadn't gotten a decent sleep in months. Which was mostly true. Fiona was floating in the corner, looking out the window.

"Morning."

She turned towards me and smiled, "I see your body has only grown more taut."

I looked down, realizing I had removed my clothes sometime in the night. She was right though, my body was slim and wiry, a six-pack prominent on my abdomen. "Stare all you want I'm not ashamed," I added, winking to the ghostly woman.

She just rolled her eyes and turned back towards the window. I heard her whisper something. "If only I still had a body."

I smiled at her comment. I got dressed, leaving off my armor for now. It left me feeling vulnerable but I needed to at least try and trust people again. Not that I didn't already have all my buffs activated.

I walked down to have breakfast. Eggs with some sort of biscuits and gravy. I was enjoying the food when Martin arrived, he waved when he saw me and headed towards the table.

"Hey, Paul, glad you're awake. Got some time to discuss my proposal?"

I nodded and motioned for the man to sit, not wanting to talk with a mouth full of food.

"Good, good. So as you know, my team and I patrol around the city and eliminate threats. Well, we got a group of creatures called prowlers running about. Nasty creatures about the size of a boar, but with more feline features. Anyway, they attack the livestock. We only manage to chase them off, the creatures disappearing into the swamp before we can catch them."

"Ok, but how do I fit into this?"

"The creatures are rather smart. We have tried to cut them off, using one man to block their escape. Somehow, they can tell. They scatter and we are unable to chase them. We think they have learned that there are only three of us. If we added a fourth perhaps the plan would work."

"Seems dangerous for me?"

"It shouldn't be, we haven't seen them ever attack people. Although, I can't rule it out. If you help us we can escort you to Biloxi."

This really seemed like a win-win for them, and not much advantage for me other than the approval of Martin and the town. I mulled it over for a bit before agreeing to his terms.

"Great, whenever you are ready just head to where we parked the quads."

I nodded as he left.

I took my time to eat the meal. Other than the previous night it had been some time since I had good food. The food the slaves were fed was edible, and that was about it. I still remembered the times Sharla made me watch her eat a gourmet meal.

I would have to stand there and watch her eat. She would smile between bites, stopping to describe the taste and texture. When she finished she would always leave a large portion uneaten. This was usually after I wasn't allowed to eat for some perceived infraction or another. My stomach would rumble uncomfortably as I was forced to stand there. When she returned she would always dump the remains in the trash with a wicked grin.

Shaking my head, I pushed those thoughts away. The woman was dead and I could take my time to enjoy the food without worry.

After I cleaned the plate I left the hotel and started walking down the street. Fiona was quiet as she floated invisibly beside me. At least I assumed she was beside me. The thought of her not being here made me slightly nervous. I whispered, "Fiona, you here?"

"Yes, I'm here," she said softly in return.

That little confirmation made me feel immeasurably better. I wasn't afraid of the townsfolk, or a fight, no, I was afraid of being alone again. Her presence had a calming effect on me, if she wasn't here there was a real possibility I might lash out.

I continued walking towards the building we stopped at yesterday. I could have used Bella since it was a few miles but the exercise felt good. The walk took me about an hour, I wasn't in any hurry. Martin waved as he saw me walking towards them.

"Paul, glad you could make it so soon."

I nodded to the man, knowing I had taken my sweet time. I was beginning to suspect the guy was just really accommodating.

I decided to cut any small talk, "Yea, so where do I need to head to?"

"Right, right, sorry, we can take you over there. The prowlers probably aren't around now, but we will set up and wait. They usually attack around dusk."

I nodded and got on his vehicle again. I would use Bella only when I knew where I needed to be.

The ride took quite some time as we had to go through the entire town and another five or so miles outside town. Luckily they had changed out the tires on the quads for something more practical on dirt. A lone house was surrounded by a six-foot metal fence. It made sense to me why the house was still occupied so far outside a city. Someone that looked to be in their forties opened the front gate as we approached. I spotted a cavalry sword strapped to his hip.

We rode past so quickly I didn't get a chance to use Identity on the man. We kept driving until we got to another gate on the far side of the house. This time Clem got off of his vehicle and opened the gate.

"Beyond this gate is the grazing area. The fence was electrified to keep the cows contained, and they still stay clear of it even though there is no power. Unfortunately, the other beasts aren't afraid of a few wires."

"Why not fix something up as you did with the quads?"

"We tried, not enough juice to electrify the whole property."

"Sounds like you folk need to purchase a mana engine."

Martin turned to look at me, "What's that?"

"Works like a normal engine, except instead of burning fuel to produce the power it uses mana."

"How do you provide mana for it?"

"Not really sure, I saw a few in vehicles but I wasn't that impressed. I also know a few buildings in Chicago had them. It was enough juice to power a few floors and an elevator. What they used to power them I can't say."

"Do you think this Bazaar of yours would have them?"

I had to smile at that, "Trust me, they will. You have to see it to understand."

"Might have to go there after we deal with our pest problem."

The quads made their way slowly along the fence line. Eventually, stopping.

"You see that cluster of trees over yonder?"

I looked to where Martin was pointing and saw a small grove of trees, just outside the fence. "Yes, is that where they usually run off to?"

"Yup, If you can set up in there we might be able to catch a few of the creatures."

"Sounds good, I can take it from here."

"Stay safe, Paul, If it feels too dangerous just let them go, we can try something else."

I almost snorted at this, instead, I nodded.

"We will set up near the gate and wait for dusk. Once you hear a commotion head for the copse of trees. We will try to drive the creatures into them."

After that they turned around and headed back towards the gate, leaving me alone. I waited until they were quite a ways off before I spoke.

"Well, what do you think?"

"Seems easy enough," Fiona replied.

"You don't think it's a trap?"

"Doubtful, if it was it's the most convoluted trap ever."

"I would have to agree, keep vigilant just in case."

Fiona nodded and I climbed through the unpowered fence. There was no point getting closer to the trees and possibly spooking the creatures. I could get there quickly with Bella. I sat in the long grass and waited.

Hours seemed to pass as I waited. Eventually, I pulled out a book and started to read. This book was a book on medieval armor design. Not the most engaging of reads, but it did point out a few reasons some designs were used over others. My reading was interrupted as Fiona appeared. She had been floating high overhead to watch for the creatures.

"The prowlers have passed the fence line. I counted ten."

I stood up, storing my book and releasing Bella, "Any idea of their level or capabilities?"

Fiona just shook her head, "They are quick and about the size of a large dog."

I nodded as I mounted Bella, giving her feathers a gentle stroke to calm her. She was angry at me again for keeping her boxed up. Maybe I would leave her out for now.

We made it to the trees quickly, I dismounted, Bella could fight on her own. Fiona would also be fighting. I didn't fear getting overwhelmed by these creatures. They were small enough that my Eye of the Storm could deal with them. No, we just wanted to make sure we got them all.

We didn't have long to wait. The sound of engines followed by screeching filled the air. I imbued my staff with water and earth. As soon as the creatures crossed the fence line I struck. Disruption tore through the few trees in front of me before slamming into five of the creatures. Massive chunks of rock and dirt were thrown into the air along with compressed jets of water.

I had just enough time to use Identify before the creatures were torn to pieces by my spell.

Prowler | Level 5

The creatures were mottled black with scales and feathers. They reminded me of cats, the way they ran but that was where the resemblance ended. Their heads sported four black eyes and a wide mouth full of teeth.

Bella raced off to chase the two on her side. She caught the first one in her powerful jaws, quickly tearing it apart while she leaped after the next one. She managed to pin it under one of her taloned feet. The creature mewled in pain as it tried to bite at her.

Fiona had killed hers off with three strikes. The now headless bodies pumped blood into the forest floor. She faded away before the others arrived.

The quads pulled up a few seconds later, on the opposite side of the fence. I walked out of the woodline to greet them. I saw them begin to wave before horrified expressions reached their faces. They were screaming at me to turn around. I did, only to see Bella standing there, blood dripping from her face.

Oh right, I forgot to tell them about her, "No need to worry, she's my mount," I stated while rubbing Bella's feathers. She gave a purr like a cat and rubbed her head against me. I did notice she kept her eyes on the other three though.

Martin walked up slowly, "That is one terrifying creature, and you said you ride it?"

"Yea, it's a trained war mount I got from the Bazaar."

The man's eyes lit up at that, "Can I pet her?"

"I would advise against that, she tends to snap at people."

Martin pulled his arm back before chuckling, "well good to know." He looked at the devastation I had caused, "I hate to even ask looking at this mess, but did you get them all?"

"All ten, although you will likely only find the remains of three. My spell was a little more effective than I thought and Bella was hungry."

"Bella is your mount?"

"Yep."

"Can I ask, where did she even come from?"

I showed him how the storage item worked, explaining that you could store food and water for the creature inside.

"Well, this job went way easier and faster than we had planned. Care to take a trip with us to Biloxi and this Bazaar?"

I agreed to go with them and show them around. We left the ranch and headed out of town.

            

    
        Chapter 61: Biloxi

    
    
    
    
                Bella was able to keep up with the slower pace that the quads had to travel, the road too rough to go any faster.

I asked Martin how long the trip would take.

"Not sure, this will be our first trip since the world went to shit."

I looked at the man, expecting him to be joking, he wasn't. I groaned but it wasn't like I had anything better to do.

We ran into a few wandering monsters, I let the others handle them for the most part, only involving myself if the creature became dangerous.

"Paul, why don't you fight the monsters?"

"No point, plus you three need to level more than I do."

"Wait? How do you know we're at a lower level?"

"A skill I picked up called Identify. There are other variants of the skill but you should be able to pick up one in the Bazaar if you're interested."

"So many things that we don't know," Martin said with a frown.

"The only advice I can really give is, experiment, try new things and maybe you will learn something new."

"Thanks, we will endeavor to do that."

We exited the swampy area around Arman and started back across the desert. According to Martin, it was faster this way. We stayed towards the transition from swamp to desert for the most part. The ground was hard enough that Bella's speed didn't suffer too much. The quads had to slow as to not leave us behind.

Martin offered to have me ride the quad but I declined. Bella had been cooped up long enough, let her enjoy the run and the freedom.

The trip took most of the afternoon, but we got lucky, Biloxi was still in the same location.

As we neared the city we could see people going about their day. A few armed groups patrolled around the city. One group stopped us.

"Hol up, state your business?"

I decided to check the group while Martin talked with them. None of them was over level nine. I did see one man's eyes go wide as he looked at me, he elbowed his buddy and whispered something in his ear.

The man interrupted the conversation between Martin and the third man. "What brings such a high leveled person such as yourself to our humble neck of the woods?"

I was going to ignore the man's question but his tone told me, not answering or answering wrong may be seen in a poor light.

I sighed, "Just helping some friends, why does it matter?"

"So, where are you from then? Judging by your level it was someplace that saw a bunch of fighting."

"Chicago and north of there and yes, there was a lot of fighting. Three groups were trying to claim the city for their own."

"And you belonged to one of these groups?"

"No," I said, gritting my teeth. I didn't want to answer this next part, "I was a slave."

"So how-," the man started to say before I interrupted him.

"Look, I'm done explaining my situation, are we free to continue?" I responded, my voice tinged with anger.

"Watch your tone boy." The man said, putting his hand on his sword. His friend held him back before the situation could devolve any further.

The one who had talked to Martin spoke up, "I see no reason to turn you nice folk away. Mind your manners in town though."

I pushed Bella forward and past the group of men. She let out a clicking hiss at the one that reached for his sword earlier. I smiled, giving her a reassuring pat on the side.

The others followed behind me as I led the way into town. Unlike Arman, there was no wall surrounding Biloxi. It was just too large of a city to wall it off, hence the groups of armed people patrolling. As we got farther into the city I started to see tell-tale signs of a Bazaar being nearby. Small stalls with creatures not of earth dotted the sides of streets. I didn't see anything quite as odd as when I visited the Bazaar in Chicago though.

I saw a centaur, some elves, a few dwarves, along with some other humanoid species I didn't have a name for. It was still an experience for me, seeing these new species, but it floored the other three. All of the races seemed to be getting along. Maybe people finally figured out how useless their petty differences were in the face of the apocalypse. It was too bad it didn't stop people from being greedy or looking for power over others. But people were people so that wasn't likely to change.

A few more blocks down we spotted the Bazaar.

"Well, here it is, ready to head inside?"

The other three nodded and we rode inside. Once through the others looked around in wide-eyed amazement.

"You weren't lying, this place is huge. I was expecting something the size of a superstore," Martin said.

"Well, where should we go first?"

The three turned to each other and discussed what they needed and how many credits they had. "Can you take us to where they sell mana engines?"

"Uh... I can certainly find out where they are sold."

I looked around at this Bazaar. It was more reminiscent of the one in the Fox Valley as opposed to the one in Chicago. All of the stalls looked to be temporary structures. I went up to one of the stalls and asked the Elf if she could point me in the direction of someone who sells mana engines.

"I could, but how does that help me?"

"Well, what do you sell?"

"Clothing and trinkets mainly."

"Hmm, I could use some new clothes. Got anything that would fit me?"

She showed me an assortment of clothing, but nothing sized to fit a human. She refused to give me any information without purchasing anything so I just walked away. Someone would know. While I imagined it was better for merchants new to the Bazaar, I much preferred the more permanent designed Bazaars, at least those had signposts.

We talked to ten other people before one was nice enough to point us in the direction of a shop.

"Look, fellas, I thought this was going to be a different sort of Bazaar. Since this one is one of the temporary styles I'm not going to be much help with finding what you need. If it works like the one I visited before items tend to be grouped. So when you find one merchant selling the item you want, there may be more nearby."

"No problem, Paul. Should we just meet you outside?"

"Yeah, just head back to the portal. I have some things I need to get so I will meet you there when I am finished."

The three rode off, getting odd looks from some as they drove their quads.

While they were busy finding what they needed I headed off to find a blacksmith.

I walked into the nearest smithy I found. This one was run by a dwarf with arms thicker than my legs. "Ai, what can I do fer ya."

"I'm wondering if you can take a look at some armor I have and see if it's repairable?"

"Ai, can take a look, names Vorgot."

"Nice to meet you Vorgot, I'm Paul," I said, pulling out my Mage Bane armor.

The man looked it over with a calculating eye, examining the broken pieces of Mithril before he harumphed. "Wha idiot modified tha plates after they were shaped, withou magically quenching them?"

"That idiot would be me."

"Hmm. The broken plates are a complete loss, might be able to melt, and recast them but that would be time-consuming and pricy. Best to just make some new pieces."

"What about the unbroken pieces?"

"They need to be removed and magically stabilized for the Mithril to work properly. I could do it, or you could find an enchanter that might be able to."

"Can you quote me a price?"

Vorgot started counting the plates while mumbling numbers. "Ai could do it for six hundred credits. If yer wanna to save a few hundred yer could drill out the rivets yourself. This nah include the new plates, thos a cost you fifty credit apiece."

"Hmm, let me think on it. Do you make weapons at all?"

"Ai, what sorta weapon you have in mind?"

I pulled out my staff and handed it to him.

"Ai see it's had better days. You wan same or different?"

"What material holds up best against skills? Most of the damage to the staff was from me stacking too many skills on it at once."

"Mithril, always best for tha. Not good for main portion of staff though," the dwarf said, pausing to stroke his beard, "I ga no wood more capable tha your Eldarwood staff, bone I got."

"Bone?"

"Ai, most large creatures steeped in mana, bone is much more resilient."

"Mithril is a bit light, can it be mixed with a heavier metal to form an alloy?"

"It can, will lose some of the properties Mithril be known for but shouldn't affect it too much. You wan tungsten mix or something denser?"

Something denser would be nice, I was also doing away with the blade. While nice it didn't hold up well to my style of fighting, despite what Old Man Trumbo said.

"Something denser would be good, can you add something for piercing, on each end?"

"Ye no want blade?"

"No,"

"Fair," the man replied. He pulled out a piece of paper and sketched a design. I nodded in approval.

"Ye lookin at two thousand for the staff."

I cringed at the price, "Care for some trade?"

"Ai, maybe."

I showed him what I had to offer. He wasn't interested in Sharla's old armor, but he said it was decent quality and an armorer might buy it. I decided not to offer him the slave collars, there was no telling how he would react to seeing them. The only other items of value I had were the Mana heart I got from the Sand Devourer and storage rings. The rest I didn't want to sell.

I eventually traded him the old mana heart to fix up my armor, replace the damaged plates, and carve a new plate with a larger socket for my larger mana heart. That included the cost of replacing all the rivets. For two of the staff, I had to trade him all six of my small storage rings, plus a thousand credits. I'm sure he got the better end of that deal by far.

'I really should find out how much storage rings go for.'

I watched as he expertly popped the old mana heart out of the armor, catching it in his hand. He looked at it with a toothy smile before it disappeared into a storage item. He moved over to his bench and pounded out four Mithril plates to replace the three broken ones and the one I was going to replace in the center. In less than ten minutes he handed me the four plates. They were already cool to the touch.

"Take bout a day to finish the rest. Ai be here same place on the morrow. Yer need to bring those four back so Ai can stabilize em like the rest."

I nodded as I left the shop with his locator token. I wandered around a bit looking at other wears until I came across a shop selling messaging plates. I asked the creature behind the counter if they could send messages to someone you have never met?

It set three colored plates on the table, "Silver for bonded, blue for known, black for unknown. Which would you like?"

"How much for a blue?"

"One hundred credits."

I decided to purchase two of the blue plates. I wanted to send Frathsar a message, now I had something to do it with.

After another few minutes of walking around, I found someone willing to purchase Sharla's armor. I didn't get much, only four hundred credits but I was glad to be rid of it. I also picked up a few basic wooden staffs for experimentation purposes.

With my shopping completed, I rode to the exit
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                It was about an hour before the others returned, riding out from the portal. They seemed happy so that was a good sign. I walked up to them after they stopped.

"Well, how did the shopping go?"

Martin turned to me, "Oh hey, Paul, it went well. This place really does have everything."

"I don't see any items, so I assume you guys bought storage rings?"

"Yep, for the price, they were worth it. Got us three mana generators as well, plus a few other things. You ready to head back, we want to get these mana engines installed as soon as possible?"

"No, I have to stay for the night, one of my purchases takes some time to complete."

"Well, you're more than welcome to come back to Arman, another able body is always welcome."

The other two nodded.

"You know, I think I just might. I'll see you guys in a few days. I plan to explore the area a bit before heading back."

"Alright, Paul, stay safe," Martin said with a grin.

"You three as well."

The three rode off towards the desert. At least without me, they would make better time. I hopped on Bella and meandered around Biloxi until I found a hotel. It wasn't much, just a single floor economy style hotel. After paying the attendant five credits I took my room key and headed across the parking lot.

The room wasn't much to talk about. It sported a dated eighties-style motif with a coin-operated bed. The room still stank of old cigarette smoke and body odor mixed with strong cleaning chemicals.

I plopped down on the bed, the springs giving a tired squeak as they groaned under my weight.

Fiona chose that time to materialize. "Why not stay somewhere nicer?"

"I don't have to worry about Bella wrecking as much in here. Speaking of," I pulled Bella out of her crate. She wandered around the room sniffing at stuff. Eventually, she found a comfortable spot to lay down. Her sharp claws not adding any improvements to the carpet. 'Oh well, It needed to be replaced anyway.'

"Fair enough, I'm going to float around and explore. See you in the morning."

I nodded at Fiona as she faded from view. I pulled out the basic staff I purchased and set them on the bed. After pulling the old coffee table closer I got to work figuring out what runes I wanted to place on my new weapons.

While looking through my books I found something interesting. I was surprised this was the only book that covered the subject. Turns out reversed runes had a completely different meaning or meanings. I wondered if this would apply to the runes I got from the Kin as well. I pulled out my bucket of scrap metal. I needed to get some more, it came in quite handy for testing one-offs.

I carved the rune in reverse on the plate, making sure it's effect was tied to the plate. After I finished, I checked my results. The plate shrank and I smiled. I could make my staff-slash-mace if I wanted to now.

After flipping through books I chose to go with an interlocking knot design. At first glance, it appeared to be one continuous knot but upon closer inspection, it was two knots locked together. This should allow me to get the dual effects I was after.

After I threw my first failed attempt across the room I had to rethink my choice in design. Carving on a flat piece was easy but having to carve the design on a tube was a bit more of a challenge. I could simply just mirror the design on the opposite side but that felt lazy to me. Instead, I came up with a triple linked knot that wrapped around the circumference, linking in an unbroken chain all the way down the staff.

Now I needed to think of the runes I wanted. Elemental was off the table, I could do that with Imbue. Added damage was a possibility but with the added weight of the material, Vorgot was crafting I wasn't sure that was needed either. I had to think about what I wasn't able to do.

One thing that came to mind was my lack of ability to harm the specters that attacked me. A rune that could help with that would be nice.

'Too bad Fiona wasn't here, if she were I could test a sample plate with her.'

I searched through the runes and picked out a few that might give me the effect I wanted. I had to reuse some of the plates I had already carved runes into for testing purposes. I chose the reverse raido rune for its death meaning, laguz for life energy, and perth for hidden things. Somehow the act of carving or my intent solidified the desired meaning into the runes. At least that was my assumption, otherwise, each set of runes would have wildly different effects.

My first attempt was a bust, the piece laying across the room where I had tossed it. My fingers were still black from where they touched the metal. My combination had turned the plate into something able to suck the life force directly out of anything it touched. Good to know but extremely dangerous. I waited for my fingers to heal from Rejuvenate before I walked over to the plate of death. I wrapped it in a piece of cloth before I put it into my ring, making sure not to touch it again.

I changed up the order of the runes, finally getting a result.

Runic metal plate: Spiritual Siphon, Incorporeal beings are unaffected by damage as they have no physical body, this set of runes allows you to pull out their life force, effectively causing them damage

'Yeah... I wasn't going to test this on Fiona.'

That covers one weakness I had. Now, I could add another effect to my staff or increase the first effect. I came across another interesting combination of runes, deciding to test those out.

Runic metal plate: Blinding Pain, these runes cause 2 seconds of blindness as well as searing pain.

I tested the effect by slicing my arm. That was a mistake. After my vision returned I found myself lying on the floor. I quickly healed the cut and stood up. That was definitely an effect I was going to add. It did require mana to activate though so I needed to find a control rune. I certainly didn't want it activating every time I touched something, it would drain my mana way too quickly.

I settled on uruz, which had two distinct designs, the one I chose looked like an angled doorway and stood for gateway. The other one inguz stood for work. I added these to the Blinding Pain runes. When I tested it again it didn't activate or pull mana from me. I fed some mana into the rune and cut myself a third time. This time the effect activated. I was prepared for it now and managed to not fall on the floor.

When the pain faded away I started carving the design into my staff. Spiritual Siphon, Blinding Pain, and the shrink effect. I had to add separate activation runes for the shrink and a touch rune to make sure I wouldn't accidentally activate it while I powered the other rune. The work took me most of the night to finish. The lack of sleep didn't bother me, I had gotten used to going a few days without adequate sleep at this point.

I looked at the finished wooden staff in my hand.

Shrinking Staff

Quality: Average

Damage as Staff: 8-12 bludgeoning/spiritual siphoning x1.5 critical damage

Damage as Mace: 5-7 bludgeoning/spiritual siphoning x1.05 critical damage

A simple wooden staff engraved with runic enchantments to cause blindness, pain, and strike out at the ethereal. A separate enchantment allows the staff to shrink down to half its length.

'Not the most impressive weapon in the world.' I would need to add the shrinking runes to one of the capped ends when I got my other staff.

I noticed the weight of the staff didn't change when it shrunk. I practiced with the staff for a bit, getting a feel for it and causing it to shrink and extend as I moved through fighting forms. The effect wasn't instantaneous, but in a little over a second the staff could shrink from its full length. Since the shrink rune activated through mana when I stopped powering it, the staff shot back to its previous size much quicker than it shrank. So much so, that I felt the recoil in my arms.

My practice was interrupted by a screeching noise. I looked over to see the teleportation scrambler vibrating and pulsing. I ran over and turned it off before I woke the whole complex. As soon as the device shut down I heard something fall against the door. I stored my test staff and pulled out my war staff. I activated a few buffs and wrenched the door open.

Groaning on the ground was one of the men from this morning, he must have tried to teleport into my room and the device incapacitated him. I looked around and saw nobody, I dragged the man inside and closed the door. I didn't know what the man wanted, and I didn't care. Before he recovered I pressed my hand to his neck and cast Calcifying Strike.

His eyes went wide as he struggled to breathe. At one point he reached for his sword. I kicked his hand out of the way.

The whole time Bella just watched on in boredom. Even the screeching of the item had only been enough for her to be alert for trouble. Now that she saw I had it well in hand she lay back down.

After the man blacked out, I cleansed the ability. Sure, I could have let him suffocate to death but to what purpose. That would bring scrutiny on me if he told anyone where he had gone. If I didn't need to come back to this city for the Bazaar I might think differently but it was this man's lucky day. I stuffed him into Bella's storage crate, which got a hiss of approval from the beast.

"I'll be back in a few minutes, wait here."

I opened my door and looked around again to make sure it was clear. Slipping out unnoticed I walked a few blocks until I found a nice smelly dumpster. I unloaded the unconscious man into the bin and shut the lid. 'Maybe now he would think twice about breaking into people's rooms.'

With that business done, I headed back to my room to sleep for a few hours.

***

"Gran are you sure this is safe," Monique said, fidgeting while her gran drew a blood circle on the ground.

"Hush child, your Gran knows best."

Monique had told her Gran about the spirit she encountered the previous night. Her Gran was a Spirit Binder and could bind spirits to her will. It was a risky spell though and required blood. Gran was too old to provide her own so Monique had to supply the blood, or so Gran had told her.

The whole ritual made the hairs on her neck stand up and sent a shiver down her spine. She fidgeted again and wanted to ask her Gran a second time if it was safe but chose not to anger the woman.

Gran finished the bloody spell circle. Her foolish granddaughter had given her pureblood to power the ritual. Pureblood was needed to bind higher-level spirits. It wouldn't kill the poor thing but it would leave her in a state of weakness for a few days. That was fine with Gran.

"Hear me spirits of beyond. I call forth the specter that haunts this town. Come forth and be bound to my will!"

The magical circle glowed a brilliant crimson color before a mist-like barrier sprang into being. Inside floated an apparition of death. Gran smiled.

"Gran! Tha- That's not the one I saw."

"Hush child, it matters not, it haunted this town so now it is mine to command."

The apparition floating inside the shield tried to reach through the barrier and claw at Gran. It let out an awful wail that was muted by the spell. A large sword appeared in its hand as it hacked at the barrier in rage.

"Settle spirit, you are bound to me and will submit to my will!" Gran said, strain in her voice. The spirit should have been weakened significantly by the pureblood, how was it still so strong.

"Child, are you still pure?" she asked in a demanding tone.

Monique shied away from her Gran's accusatory voice.

Gran's eyes went wide in horror. "Foolish child, you have doomed us!"

Just then the apparition carved a chunk of floor out. A hideous smile twisted its dead features as its sword cleaved through the spell form, causing the barrier to dissipate.

It was impossible to tell who's scream was more chilling, the undead creatures, or her Gran's. Monique ran, she ran as fast as she could. Her efforts were in vain as a ghostly hand plunged through her chest. The pain wasn't physical but the coldness of death spread through her body as it hit the ground.

The apparition pulled the soul from the dying body, devouring the life essence held within. The husk rose from the ground to seek that which it had lost. The creature screamed in delight as it sensed other sources nearby. Screams echoed in the night as the creature moved through the town, gorging on the essence of life.
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                I didn't get much sleep after my encounter with the guard. Bella was guarding the room but even then I woke up every hour or so, gripping my staff. When all was quiet I fell back asleep only to repeat this process. Eventually, I gave up on sleeping.

Instead, I read through the rest of the books I had been meaning to look at. I learned a few new runes, quite a bit about pagan designs and symbols. The system added them to my knowledge so they must be able to be used in my rune crafting as well.

I especially liked the book about Egyptian hieroglyphics. I had been meaning to spend more time with the book. The eye of Ra and Horus were of interest. I wanted to be able to make something that would allow me to always see through stealth or effects that hid people. This led me to an odd book I picked up on conspiracy theories and symbolism. Of course, the all-seeing eye was prominently displayed on the cover of said book. It was the main reason I grabbed it from the library in the first place.

The all-seeing eye fell under more occult symbolism than anything else, which made me wonder. The image wasn't ancient like the previous ones I had worked with, yet my skill seemed to accept it all the same. Giving it its own description, versus putting it with the eye of Ra or Horus. I was starting to think that the symbol itself didn't matter as much as the meaning placed on it by people.

I was tempted to carve the design into my flesh but that would be temporary, and who knew if it would work. I would wait until Fiona returned and maybe try it.

A few more hours passed while I read. Fiona finally appeared just as the sun was rising.

"You're up early."

"Yea, couldn't sleep. Anything interesting around town?"

"For the undead...no. I was more curious about the people and the architecture. The glass-walled buildings are truly something."

I forgot she hadn't really seen any impressive buildings while she was alive. The Fox Valley didn't have all that unique architecture, mostly old buildings made in the forties and fifties. It's too bad she missed out on Chicago.

"Since you're back I want to test something."

"No healing spells," she said adamantly.

"No, no, nothing like that. I want to carve a rune into my body and see if I can activate it to spot you while you're invisible."

"Seems painful, you sure you want to try this?"

"Yeah, a little pain like this is nothing."

She went silent at that, remembering the story I told her about my time in Chicago.

"Fine... but if I think it's causing too much pain, I will stop you."

I thanked her for her concern but assured her I would be fine. Now where to carve the symbol?

Eventually, I chose to carve it on the back of my hand. I figured if I needed to activate it by touch this might be the best way. If it didn't work or worked differently than I anticipated I would try some other location.

I exhaled and quickly carved the design into my hand, gritting my teeth at the pain. Blood welled up from the cuts, trickling down onto the table. I would make sure to clean it up after, who knew if there were blood magic users around, I sure as hell didn't want to find out. After I finished carving in the design I used rejuvenate to seal the wounds.

The cuts scarred over leaving an eye trapped in a pyramid on the back of my hand.

"Alright, you ready?"

"Yes," Fiona replied, fading from view.

I could feel the rune on my hand, it felt odd, not like a tattoo or a scar but like something foreign.

"Here goes nothing."

I willed a bit of mana into the area where the rune was, to see if it would activate that way. Nothing happened. I touched the rune with my other hand and willed the mana through my fingers. This got a response. The scars started to glow a dim blue color, emitting a light that cast the area it was pointed at in an odd color.

"Fiona, are you still in the same spot?"

"Yes."

I turned my hand so the light fell on the area Fiona occupied. When it passed her I could see a strange glowing outline, that seemed to stick to her form. It went away as soon as I pulled the rune away from her location.

"Well it seems to work, the resolution could be better but I'm guessing it has to do with the poor quality of the rune."

Fiona popped back into view. "So you're just going to carve yourself up for a minor advantage?"

I shook my head, "no, more a proof of concept. One of my healing spells will remove the scars anyway so it's pointless to do it. I think tattooing them on might work though. I probably need to use some magical ink though, similar to what they use for enchanting."

"Well, I guess if it helps I can't really raise too much concern. Just, try not to go overboard," she said sternly.

"Yes, mother," I said, rolling my eyes. "First some food, then we can head back to the Bazaar, the items I purchased should be ready."

Her face brightened at this news. "Did you know, there is a ghost area in the Bazaar?"

"Really, what for?"

"No clue, I just saw a bunch of ghosts congregating in one area. Maybe for spirits looking for masters, or for those who wish to commune with the dead. I was too chicken to go over and see."

"Well, if you do go over, stay safe, I won't be able to protect you."

"You won't need to, there are guardian spirits there that could turn a level 40 into swiss cheese in moments."

I swallowed at that statement, "Good to know... don't piss off the ghosts."

***

Martin and the boys rolled up to the outskirts of Arman an hour or so before sunrise. The town was quiet which was normal at this time of day. They slowed down as Clem held up a hand. They had come to trust the man's instincts, coming to a halt.

"What's up?"

"Not sure, something feels off."

"Joshua, get ready, we may have trouble."

Joshua got off the quad and starting changing his form. He could take on aspects of any creature he killed. He chose to go with a tusked boar, they were tough and mean. After his transformation, he resembled an eight-foot-tall pigman, with tusks, and wiry hair covering his body. He was still bipedal with normal hands. He produced a heavy axe and a large shield from his new storage ring. They weren't anything special, just much larger than normal, built for larger species.

He had basic weapon skills but his abilities improved natural weapons more. Since this form didn't really have anything other than tusks he felt this was a better option.

Martin started pulling some bones and dice from his ring, casting them on the ground in front of him. His skills were mostly random but extremely powerful. The dice landed on 666. The bones glowed and grew. A four-foot bone demon taking shape. That was a new one for him. After the creature took shape pale flames appeared around it. Martin could feel the connection to the creature, allowing him to control it.

Next, he pulled out three small bags, giving them shakes. He handed one to each of the guys to hang around their necks. Once worn a silver shimmer appeared around each of them. The shield would help ward off damage.

Martin pulled out one last item, a crow talon wand. He just finished preparing when Clem called out.

"Incoming," The man said, pulling out his crossbow. The man didn't hesitate, firing into one of the people running at them.

Martin could tell something was wrong with the people. They ran in a jerky, inconsistent way. The one Clem shot with his crossbow went down, trampled by the others.

Martin fired off a blue bolt from his wand, striking another of the creatures before Joshua bellowed and rushed towards the group. The entire group of what Martin thought of as zombies headed straight for Joshua.

***

I ate the food quickly and headed over to the Bazaar to pick up my order. Vorgot had my items ready.

"Ere ye go, ye got those plates for me?"

I handed him the four plates that I finished during the night. Less sleep gave me plenty of time to finish them.

"Gimme five minutes."

I nodded to the man as he headed into his workroom. Five minutes later he was back out, handing me the fully repaired armor. I thanked the man for his hard work and headed out. I had some carving to do and headed back to my hotel.

Fiona joined me about an hour later. "I see you got your new staff, I forgot to ask what abilities you were going to add to them."

"Give me twenty minutes and I can show you," I said with a mischievous smile.

"For shame, making a woman wait, it better be good."

"Oh, it is."

Ghastly Harvest 

Quality: Excellent

Damage as Staff: 22-45 bludgeoning/piercing/spiritual siphoning x3 critical damage

Damage as Mace: 15-25 bludgeoning/piercing/spiritual siphoning x1.5 critical damage

This strider bone staff is capped with an Osmium Mithril alloy, engraved with runic enchantments to cause blindness, pain, and strike out at the ethereal. A separate enchantment allows the staff to shrink down to half its length to act like a mace.

I ignored the XP notice, instead, admiring the staff. Intricate rune work trailed down the staff. One of the capped ends held a few runes as well. A last-minute addition I tested the previous night. This would allow one of the capped ends to shrink, making it look more mace-like, instead of a stick with two metal balls on it.

Of course, the caped ends weren't round they were octagonal, made with slight scallops to allow for more force to be placed on a smaller point. Each end now sported a four-spoke triangular spike that jutted out around eight inches, made from the same dense material. Holding the staff by the middle caused each end to bow slightly from the weight. That was fine with me, the flexibility actually helped.

I noticed Fiona quickly floated away when the staff was complete. "What is that it feels... foul."

"Spiritual siphoning," I quickly added.

"Why would you make something like that?"

"Well, when I fought those specters and couldn't even harm them it was a wake-up call. Now I'm not certain about this next part but the effect may also be able to target people with abilities to hide or turn invisible."

"You mean like those shadow faction folks you told me about?"

"Exactly."

"Well keep it away from me, I thought becoming a specter would make me immune to feeling nauseous but that staff comes close."

"Sounds like a plan, now check this out."

I pressed my thumb to the triggering rune and fed some mana into the staff. I guess I wasn't prepared for the sound. The noise of cracking bones and tortured metal echoed in my hotel room as the staff shrank. The sound sent a shiver up my spine. The wooden test had not done this. When the transformation was complete I now held a three-foot-long mace. I gave it a few test swings. The weight had not changed, it had only been compressed.

"That sound could wake the dead," Fiona commented.

"Yeah, I wasn't expecting that. Either way, it works."

I stopped the trickle of mana and the staff shot back to its full length, almost taking my arm out of its socket. "Ow, hell, going to have to get used to that," I said, rubbing my sore shoulder.

"Are you done playing?"

"Fine, ill put it away for now. I need to check on my armor anyway."

I pulled out my fully repaired Mage-Bane armor and inspected it.

Mage-Bane Brigandine

Quality: Superb

Armor: 35

Slashing resistance: 60%

Stabbing resistance: 75%

Blunt resistance: 25%

Magic resistance 90%

Elemental resistance 30%

Shield: Max Charge 400 mana

Made from Mithril and Wyvern, this armor has inherent magical and elemental resistance. The rune crafted Tree of Life design combines all of the elements of the armor together, strengthening them. The mana heart set into the tree's roots provides a shield of force that deflects .5 damage per mana spent to charge it.

Most of the stats saw an increase as well as the quality. And now with the larger mana heart, I could have an even more powerful shield.

Fiona floated over to take a closer look. "It's quite lovely."

I simply nodded, taking my Trubar armor off to put this set on. I forgot just how nice this armor had turned out. It fit me like a second skin. I quickly powered up the shield, watching the new gem glow. It lent a sinister red glow to the runes on the armor, matching much nicer than the previous green of the smaller gem.

"Attack me, I want to see if you can penetrate the shield."

"Are you sure?"

"Yup," I nodded.

She didn't have to be asked twice, her ethereal blade appearing in her hand as she stabbed out lightning fast.

'Ethereal blades hurt.'

"Owww," I said, reeling back from the unblocked blow. It had taken over a hundred health off of me, bypassing my armor and shield like it wasn't even there.

"Are you ok?" Fiona asked in concern.

"Yeah, just surprised is all," I said, casting Healing Touch. The creeping cold from her strike faded as my non-wound healed. It was weird to be injured by something that technically didn't exist.

"Well, at least we know I can't take a hit from you while you're incorporeal, Try it again, this time as a physical presence."

She slashed at me with her blade, having it rebound off my shield, draining it a hundred and forty points.

"Geez, I didn't say to put everything into it," I said, backing away from the crazy woman.

She just smiled, "How else will you learn it's limitations if I don't go all out? Plus this is a little payback for making that creepy staff."

Maybe I wouldn't tell her that I planned to copy the design onto my second staff. 'Yeah, probably best to keep that to myself for now.'

            

    
        Chapter 64: Returning to Arman

    
    
    
    
                I rode Bella along the edge of the desert. The transition between zones left enough solid ground that we could traverse it with ease. It wasn't the most direct route but that was ok.

The trip back to the now useless boat dock, that Martin and the others used on our first visit, took a few extra hours.

I spotted a few dust plumes in the distance from sand devourers. They kept well clear of the transition zone, although, one shadowed me for a bit before it headed off into the desert.

The boat ramp looked odd, jutting into the sand. Bella had no issue climbing up the surface, her claws clicking on the old concrete.

When we got to the end of the ramp she stopped. She made some clicking noises as she searched about.

"What is it, girl?" I asked, producing my staff and looking around as well.

Fiona appeared next to me, "something feels off."

"Yeah, Bella feels it too."

I hopped off of Bella to give her free reign to fight. This would also free me up. I held off on imbuing my staff until I knew what I was dealing with. I did refresh my other buffs though, and I added Impact to my staff. It would be nice to be able to add that back to my arsenal.

Suddenly Bella's head arrowed in towards a section of thick vines and small shrubs. Something, hell, many things burst through the wall of vegetation and started sprinting across the parking lot toward us. Their movements were off.

"Any idea what we're dealing with?"

"Some sort of undead," Fiona replied in disdain.

"So, fire it is."

I imbued my staff with fire, preparing for the creatures to get close enough to use Identify on.

Husk | Level 7

Husk | Level 3

Husk | Level 8

I checked a few more but all were between level ten and three. There were a lot of them though. I cast Earth Fist, changing the spell to form a knee-high wall about twenty feet long.

The first husks ran straight into the wall, falling over as the ones behind didn't stop.

Bella was hissing and snapping as they got closer. I waited until a large part was within my cone for Disruption before I activated the spell.

All of the monsters caught within the spell were either killed or knocked to the ground, the fire burned away at their clothing.

"These must be fresh undead," I said, noting that the bodies didn't combust like zombies or other undead.

Bella took this as her cue to attack. She ran in and grabbed one husk by the arm and shook it like a dog shakes a toy before tossing it twenty feet away. At least I thought she tossed it, turns out she just ripped its arm off.

Fiona also shot towards the enemies, they ignored her completely.

"I don't think my attacks are harming them," she said in a panicky voice.

"Bella stay clear!" I yelled, spinning my staff to activate Eye of the Storm.

The creatures ran headlong into my maelstrom of fire and wind, heedless of their own safety. One even managed to make it through before the winds were too strong.

It tried to claw and bite at me but my armor's shield flared up. I booted it in the chest, sending it back into the storm. I kept the spell going for another five seconds before I let it end.

Ash and burnt corpses fell from the sky, breaking apart upon landing on the ground. A few of the higher leveled husks survived my spell but were burnt too severely to walk. That didn't stop them from trying to crawl towards me still.

Bella Ran by and used her sharp back claws to rake their bodies.

I decided to let her finish the rest off as I surveyed the area.

"These aren't normal undead," Fiona said, floating up to me.

"Why do you say that?"

"I should be able to harm undead, they still have souls, they are just corrupted... these things have no soul."

I turned over one of the less crispy corpses with my foot.

"Fuck," I said quietly. I recognized this man, he was the guy that greeted Martin when we first entered Arman.

"This doesn't bode well for the town," Fiona said, looking at the corpse.

Part of me said just leave, don't get involved, this isn't your fight. I had to work hard to suppress that mindset. Fiona was right I needed to recapture my humanity if possible.

"Let's go see if anyone survived, and maybe what caused this disaster."

I checked all of the other corpses but didn't recognize anyone. After I stored my staff I mounted Bella and the three of us made our way towards the town wall.

The swamp was quiet, eerily so. Usually, there were the ever-present sounds of frogs, bugs, or other animals. Now, there was just silence. It made the area feel oppressive and foreboding. Every nerve in my body said run.

I fought off this sensation.

Congratulations you have successfully overcome the effects of an Aura of Terror, the aura will no longer have any effect on you

I stopped as the sensation lifted from my body and mind, allowing me to think clearly again. That's when the scream came.

You have been stunned for 5 seconds by the cry of a True Banshee

Bella and I remained motionless as an apparition of pure horror flew at us. Its clothing was torn and stained. In one arm it held a sword much like Fiona's, in the other were four-inch-long fingernails that came to wicked points. It flew at me with a malicious gleam in its eyes.

Fiona flew to intercept it, their ethereal blades clashing as it tried to force itself closer to its prize, me. It managed to rake its claws across my chest a second before the debuff ran out.

My heart seized in my chest as I fell backward off Bella. Bella bolted towards the swamp, the terrifying creature too much for her.

The pain of the creature's touch was like nothing I had experienced before. It was like the cold of the specters multiplied by a hundred, but that wasn't all. A feeling of something very nearly being torn from my body left me shivering on the ground.

I could still hear the two clashing as it tried to get around Fiona to get to me. I knew if I didn't get up soon I was going to die here.

I pulled my staff from my ring and wobbled unsteadily to my feet. My eyes were blurry from the tears streaming from them but I got off Identify anyway.

True Banshee | Level XX

I was having a hard time tracking the two as they kept fading from view and reforming. I decided to activate another use of my talisman.

It helped a bit, allowing me to see their forms a bit better when they faded from view. The Banshee managed to knock Fiona off to the side and sped towards me. My throat locked up in terror but my muscles still responded as I swung my staff at the creature.

As soon as my staff came into contact with its wispy outline it let out a cry so powerful my muscles turned to jello and I collapsed on the ground. It shrieked like that the entire time it flew back into the city.

Fiona rushed over, "are you ok?"

"Uhh...," was all I could get out, my muscles not yet responding.

I was incapacitated for a good five minutes. Fiona floated around nervously the entire time. If those husks had returned I would be dead since she had no way to harm them and Bella had run off into the swamp. I hoped she would return safely but now I had to worry about myself.

I wasn't even sure what the Banshee used to attack me, nothing appeared on my HUD. Eventually, the effect wore off and I could move again, I retrieved my muddy staff that had fallen from my limp grip. As I examined the weapon I noticed a slightly glowing bit hanging from the part I struck the Banshee with. I decided to try Identifying it.

Essence of Life

"Well, that's not ominous."

"What?" Fiona asked, not getting any closer to my staff.

I pulled the diaphanous material from my staff and showed it to her.

"Hmm, never heard of it before."

I decided to store the item in my ring, maybe a merchant could tell me what it was or what it was worth.

I turned towards the city and blew out a breath. "Well, ready for round two?"

"Are you sure about this?"

"Not even a little, but I want to see if Martin and the others survived, plus it's the right thing to do."

"Alright, I'll try to keep it occupied so you can strike it again. Your weapon definitely hurt it."

"Hold up a sec," I said, wandering over and picking some hanging moss from a tree.

I mixed it with a bit of mud and shoved the concoction into my ears. It was not the most pleasant sensation but it should reduce the effectiveness of the Banshees wails. I gave Fiona a thumbs up as we headed towards the town once more.

I checked my combat log to see what sort of damage I had dealt the Banshee. My one strike had hit it for over 500 damage, no wonder it fled. I had gotten extremely lucky and got a critical hit along with impact activating. This also included my bonus of 15% from 'Light in the Dark,' and the 10% for 'Knight of Retribution' titles.

I had no clue what level this creature was at but it was easy to tell it was strong. My guess is it was stronger than the Sand Devourer I fought.

The only reason Fiona was able to hold it off was its single-minded drive to get at me. I doubted even she would be able to fight it off seriously.

The gate to Arman was open, swinging in the light breeze. Dozens of corpses of husks littered the ground around the entrance. We had found a few more down by the quads but no sign of Martin or his friends.

There were no signs of Martin, Joshua, or Clem near the gate either. I suppose one of them could have been a corpse I charred beyond recognition. I held out hope that they persevered or managed to escape.

I did see a black tar-like substance on the ground that smelled like sulfur and rot. I wasn't sure what that was about so I stayed well clear of it.

Nothing moved within the city as we made our way inside. Fiona had returned to her invisible form. Occasionally I would hear the plaintiff wail of the Banshee in the distance. It was muted significantly by my impromptu earplugs and only stunned me for a second. The worst was when I heard the gleeful cackling, followed by someone screaming.

I stayed my course though, I didn't know where the scream had originated from and I would not be able to get there in time to do anything anyway. No, my goal was the bar where Martin's sister was the last time I met her.

As we got closer Fiona tapped me on the shoulder. I had to pull out one of my earplugs to hear her.

"There is some sort of barrier up around the bar, it is preventing me from getting any closer."

"Good, that means there are probably survivors. Can you stay out here and try to lead any other people this way?"

"I can try but I'm liable to scare them more than lead them."

"Well, then just scare them in this direction."

She nodded, fading from view as she moved off to search.

I clutched my staff as I headed towards the bar. I couldn't see this barrier but I trusted Fiona.

I knocked on the door quietly before I announced myself. "It's Paul, from the desert. Anyone in there?"

I heard a few muffled words as someone unbolted the door.

"Hurry get inside," someone said, gesturing for me to enter.

I squeezed through the gap in the partially opened door. The door quickly shut behind me as it was bolted back into place.

Twenty people were in the bar, either sitting or standing. They all looked at me expectantly. Martin rushed up and pulled me into a hug with a few slaps on the back.

I was a bit thrown off by the unexpected amount of affection.

"Glad to see you're ok, Paul, we were worried the Banshee would get you."

"What happened?"

"We're not quite sure," Sally said, walking up to join the conversation. "How did you survive?" she asked in a demanding tone.

I see she had dropped the mask of friendliness that she greeted me with the first time we met.

"Just dumb luck," I replied.

"Not good enough," she said, producing a sword.

'Looks like Martin bought his sister a storage ring.'

My first instinct was to destroy her and be on my way. I suppressed that desire as Martin intervened.

"Dammit, Sally, tensions are high enough without us fighting each other. But really, Paul, how did you survive?"

"Anyone able to Identify items?" I asked instead.

Martin and Sally both nodded. I decided to take a chance, handing Martin my staff. I had my other one in case things went south.

Martin let out a low whistle as he inspected the item, handing it to his sister.

"You made this?" she asked.

"Yes."

"Can you make more?"

I crossed my arms, "why should I? You were ready to gut me a moment ago, now you want my help. Sorry, lady, I have been through too much shit since the world ended to do anything for nothing."

I knew I was being a tad unreasonable with the current situation, but I wasn't about to let this woman walk all over me. If we couldn't come to an understanding it was best to cut my losses and move on. I would still try to take down the creature but I wouldn't supply these people with rune-crafted weapons.

She grit her teeth and shoved the staff back into my hand. "Screw you, we can handle this ourselves!"

"Not likely," I replied dismissively, "I barely survived my encounter and I had some help. Do you even know what level this creature is?"

Martin replied before his sister could fly off the handle at me again, "No, nobody that has gotten close enough survived, do you happen to know its level?"

"I don't but it's over 30, that much I can say for a fact."

This brought concerned mutterings from the people now clustered around the three of us. It was starting to make me nervous and I was eying each of them as a possible threat.

Martin must have seen my discomfort. "Alright, people let's make some room so the Constable and Paul can discuss terms."

The group grumbled but moved away to give us some space. I gave Martin a small nod in appreciation. He must be desperate if he referred to his sister as the Constable.

"What do you want for your help?" she asked through clenched teeth.

"Nothing much. Just an empty home of my choice after this mess is cleared up."

"That's all?"

"No, I also want a System oath from both of you and anyone else that gets these weapons, stating that they will not disclose my methods, sell, trade, or give away the items unless they get my say-so."

"Fine, I swear by the laws of the System to not disclose the method used by Paul Fuller to modify items and will not sell, trade, or give away those items without his express consent. Happy?"

Martin repeated the oath and I felt the binding magic settle on the three of us.

"What about Clem and Joshua?"

Martin gave a sad shake of his head.

" Sorry... I didn't know."

"It's fine, they went out fighting to save others."

            

    
        Chapter 65: Arming the locals

    
    
    
    
                After I got the required oaths from the rest of the people in the bar, the Constable showed me to an office area where I could work. Her attitude toward me was still chilly but I didn't care.

I looked at the assorted weapons before me. It was a motley collection consisting of a few swords that were probably older than my father, a couple of hunting bows with an assortment of arrows, and one war hammer that looked like a cheap knock-off. I sighed.

I wasn't even sure if most of the items could hold up to the magic. Ranged weapons would be ideal to deal with this creature but the arrowheads were the cutout hunting style ones, leaving little material for adding the inscription. The shafts of the arrows weren't much better. Most were a carbon, or carbon composite. Good for strength, but any modifications from carving into them would weaken the shafts.

That left the aluminum ones. There were about a dozen of those. I would have to be very careful carving the runes into them, the aluminum tubes were really thin. I got to work carving in only the runes for spiritual siphoning. My first attempt ruined one of the aluminum arrows. After that, I was better able to gauge how deep to carve and the last eleven were finished.

My attempts to add runes to the screw on tips failed. There just wasn't enough room for the runes, at least at my skill level. I would just have to hope that the enchantment carried over from the shaft. Even if it didn't, just touching the arrow should harm the creature.

I added the same runes to the bows and the one crossbow. Since this was my first time working with ranged weapons so I didn't know if this would work either.

The rest of the weapons went quickly and I finished in under two hours.

"Weapons are done," I said, walking out of the office, "One thing before I hand them out. Rember I said I had help?"

"Yea?" Sally said.

"Well, my friend... is a ghost... A specter actually."

I got a few blank looks at my announcement.

"What do you mean a specter? Are you in league with the Banshee?" Sally said, her words getting heated.

I wasn't sure how this woman ever made constable with her temper.

"If you would stop and think for a second you would realize how stupid your questions are. If I were in league with the Banshee I wouldn't be here helping you and Arman."

Martin had to hold his sister back from doing anything rash. "Calm down, Sally, you know he's right. We've seen weirder stuff than a ghost companion since the world ended. If Paul says it can be trusted I think we should believe him."

"She."

"Huh," Martin said looking at me.

"The specter is a she, and her name is Fiona."

"So, where is this so-called friend?" Sally asked in disbelief.

"She is seeing if there are any more people to save. Since nobody else has entered the bar since I got here I would guess this is it. Plus there is some sort of magical field protecting the building."

"Uh, that would be my doing," Martin added.

I just nodded. Martin and Sally handed out the weapons. It was enough to arm seven people. I let them choose the best people for the job. I also suggested everyone find something to block their ears from the Banshee's attack.

It took a bit of work to find things to either cover their ears or plug them but eventually, everyone was ready.

"I'LL GO OUT FIRST TO MEET WITH MY FRIEND," I said, loud enough so even the people blocking their ears could hear.

Martin had to stay behind because of the shield, but his anger management issue sister was right behind me.

We exited the bar and I could hear the Banshee wailing in the distance. I quickly made my way to the last location I saw Fiona at. The others waited nervously outside the bar.

"Fiona," I hissed quietly, having pulled one of my earplugs out.

"What?" I heard her say next to my ear.

"You can turn visible I told them about you?"

"You sure, they look awfully jumpy."

"Yeah, just keep me between you and the group... I did give their weapons the spiritual siphon enchantment."

"I suppose you kind of had to, not like we could have taken the creature down alone."

I nodded and gestured for the others to approach.

Some looked at Fiona with fear, others with awe. Fiona just stared back dispassionately.

"Everyone, this is Fiona, my spectral companion."

"Well, I'll be damned, she is real. Here I thought you made her up," Constable Sally said.

I guess she didn't take her brother's word at face value. Whatever, as long as they didn't try to hurt her, I wouldn't be forced to hurt them in return.

"Come on we don't have time for this, we have a town to save," Fiona said, eyeing Sally.

Sally laughed, "I like her, all business."

We ran after Fiona as she led us toward the Banshee. We were forced to dispatch a few groups of husks on our way. Well, I was. The others were too hesitant to kill people they once knew.

One intersection held the remains of a large battle. Husk bodies littered the space. I counted forty-five in total. In the center of the corpses was a body of a large bipedal humanoid with pig-like features.

"Joshua," Sally said.

"We'll bury him later, let's keep moving."

I pulled my staff from my storage ring as we got closer to the screams. The Banshee was wailing on something in frustration. When I peeked my head around the building I saw what it was.

Two people were trapped under a slowly shrinking dome of power that kept the terrifying creature from getting to them.

I quickly motioned for the archers.

As soon as the archers stepped out from behind the wall the Banshee stopped attacking the dome and turned toward us. It let out its deathly howl and charged.

Two of the archers froze up, their ear protection not enough to defend against the attack. The other two got off shots, only one managing to hit the creature. It paused as if stunned that it got hit, the arrow floating in mid-air.

It reached around and yanked the offending arrow out, tossing it to the ground. The archer pissed himself and ran. I didn't blame him. The Banshee had let out its Aura of Terror.

The other six managed to fight off the effects enough not to run. When the two archers finally were able to move again they fired off their shots. Each one struck the creature sending it into fits of rage. Mist started to form around it as it picked up speed and barreled towards the group.

It dodged the next round of arrows as it swiped its sword at one of the unfortunate archers.

The man flinched in terror, about to be run through when Fiona blocked the blade. The man had enough time to take a step back and breath a sigh of relief when his leg shattered. He screamed as he fell to the ground. The mist washing over him before I could get there to save him. When the mist retreated the man was frozen solid.

"Don't touch the mist!" I yelled.

Even with my Elemental Defense buff, the man had stood no chance.

Fiona kept clashing with the creature as we backed away. The mist eventually faded as the spell ended. It was finally time for the melee fighters to move in.

I Blink Stepped in with Impact and Flurry active. The creature remembered me and took a swipe at me, only to have it blocked by Fiona.

I only managed three of the strikes from Flurry as the Banshee's form faded, only to reappear two feet farther away. The man with the war hammer was surprised as the creature stuck its hand in his chest and pulled.

He tried to swing the weapon but it fell limply from his hands as the creature pulled out what I could only assume was the man's soul. It shoved the glowing mass into its mouth causing its wounds to heal.

Fiona got there in time to leave a glowing cut on the creature before it retaliated in kind. The two moved off as they engaged in combat once more. One of the women with us let out a grief-stricken moan. Sally stopped her from going to the man. She knew what he would turn into. I ran over and stabbed my staff down into the creature.

I could hear the woman screaming at me to stop but there was no way to bring her love back. I rushed toward the battle with Fiona and the Banshee.

Sally had to drop the inconsolable woman. There were more important issues at hand than one life. She didn't know how Paul could be so clinical about killing someone. Sure she had helped rid the town of the cartel but they had been terrorizing them for years.

She ran forward, picking up the hammer Simon dropped. She would at least let his death mean something. When she had a clear shot she whipped the hammer at the Banshee.

Fiona had to duck out of the way as the enchanted hammer tore through the undead creature and kept going.

The Banshee arched its back in pain and turned on the town leader. Paul was there to stop its advance with another flurry of blows.

The creature wailed in pain and tried to back away but Fiona was there again, slashing at its unprotected back.

Sally joined the fight, stabbing her sword into the creature. Its arm lashed out and grabbed her by the wrist. She let out a pained howl as her wrist started freezing.

I lashed my staff down across the Banshee's outstretched arm, my attack blowing through the incorporeal form. Sally lurched back and fell to the ground as the Banshee screamed and held up its missing arm. It raised its sword to strike me down when an arrow thudded into its head, followed by another.

I glanced back to see the mourning woman holding her dead lover's bow.

The Banshee gave out one last pitiful wail before it faded.

I watched the woman's level jump from level seven to level ten from this one monster. Even Sally gained a level.

I let them loot the remains, although, I did keep another Essence of Life that got stuck to my staff during the fight.

With the creature defeated, I pulled the improvised earplugs out and tossed them to the ground. Fiona had already faded from view. It was probably for the best. No need to remind people with weapons that can harm you that you are also undead.

I walked toward the two trapped in the dome. It must be soundproof because they didn't hear my tapping. and they had their eyes closed.

Sally walked up a few minutes later.

"Any idea who these two are?" I asked.

She nodded, "Yea, they are Clem's wife and kid."

"Well, I'll leave you to it. Fiona and I will clear up any husks we find around town."

She nodded sadly as she looked at the now fatherless family.

With Fiona's help, I was able to quickly dispatch husks. She could locate them, even inside buildings, making the job much faster.

I stopped in front of a tattoo shop. I examined the building from the outside. It was a three-story building near downtown. The bottom had the shop and the top two floors were apartments.

I checked the door and found it unlocked. The inside was covered in dust, nobody had been in here for quite some time. All of the tools still sat in their drawers.

"Why are we here?" Fiona asked.

"It might make a good house, thought I should check it out."

"Well, it's empty of husks."

I nodded as I walked up the back stairs to the apartments above. It turns out the previous owners had opened up the two top floors and made it one large apartment. It was way more than I needed but I liked it. I would let Sally know when I returned to the bar later.

We continued our sweep of the surrounding buildings. More than one had to be cleared of husks. I marked each one with an X on the door. The town had suffered catastrophic losses to one creature. It just proved that the world had changed and there was no true place of safety anymore. I doubted the Fox Valley or even the idiots in Chicago could have dealt with this threat in a reasonable amount of time. If it wasn't for my previous encounter with ethereal undead I would have been just as dead. I somehow doubted Second Chance would restore my soul.

When I got to the bar, I found it empty. A sign taped to the door read All survivors please meet at the hotel.

I headed over to the hotel, turns out more people had survived than I had first thought. The main room was filled with over a hundred people. I avoided any conversation as I made my way through the crowd. I stopped toward the side of the room.

Sally took in a deep breath as she walked up to the raised platform. It had been originally constructed for small shows or performers hired by the hotel. Now it acted as her podium to address the crowd.

"Quiet down, people!" she yelled over the din of conversation.

She waited for the noise to settle down before she continued. "Our town has suffered another tragedy but thanks to the efforts of the brave people behind me we have vanquished the creature that terrorized our citizens," she said gesturing to the five remaining survivors.

'I wondered what happened to the one that ran. I also noticed she didn't mention me, typical politician,' I thought, not bothering to correct the woman.

Someone from the crowd yelled, "Who brought this evil upon our town?"

Murmurs of agreement filtered through the room.

"We're not sure yet, an investigation has been launched to find the perpetrators of this crime. They will be punished accordingly when they are discovered."

Another round of murmurs filled the room as people eyed each other suspiciously. A few gazes floated my way but a quick glare turned them away.

Sally answered a few more questions until the crowd filtered out to head home. They were all left with a warning to watch for more husks.

I stepped up to Sally, "Congratulations on freeing the town from the evil," I said dryly.

"Yes, well, the people need to know their leader is strong. Not that they needed outside help. What do you want Paul?"

"Oh, I'm just here to claim my reward. I want the building with the tattoo studio in it."

"That's too much, can't you pick a smaller house?"

"No, I already chose that building. This was just a courtesy to let you know."

"And what if that isn't acceptable?"

I snorted, "you're more than welcome to try and kick me out." I said with a smile.

She glared at me before responding, "fine, have it. I think the family that lived there was on vacation when the System hit anyway."

"How generous of you," I said, my words laced with sarcasm.

I didn't wait for her response as I left the hotel and headed to my new home.

            

    
        Chapter 66: Moving in

    
    
    
    
                It took the people of Arman a few days before a sense of normality returned. As normal as life could be after the world ended. Martin came by my shop on the second day. He came to tell me they figured out what happened.

When they were doing a census they came across a woman named Gran's house. That wasn't her real name but everyone just called her Gran, short for grandma. Her husk had to be dispatched as it was roaming the house. That was when they discovered the magic circle. It was an open secret that the woman dabbled in the dark arts, long before the system came into being, and she had chosen a class called Spirit Binder. They weren't sure what she had been trying to bind but they figured she accidentally called up the Banshee instead.

As for where the Banshee came from, local legends spoke of a woman that had been wronged by her husband. The woman murdered her entire family and burned herself alive in the plantation house as a result. They say her soul was cursed to never be in peace after her foul deeds.

I didn't know if that was actually the case but it didn't matter. The woman was dead, the person that unleashed it was dead, and I was still alive.

I thanked Martin for letting me know the details. The man left with a friendly wave, although, his smile was no longer as warm as it had been before. The man lost two of his best friends in the attack and the city was still counting the dead.

It was surprising to me that quite a few survived in storm shelters. For whatever reason, the Banshee was unable to detect them inside the spaces. I asked Fiona to check it out, maybe she could determine why.

As for Bella, I spent the rest of the first day trying to find her in the swamp. Other than a few tracks, I wasn't able to locate her. I hoped she was alright and that she would return in time. My second day was spent enhancing the second copy of my staff to match the first. I did this while Fiona was out looking at the storm shelters. Martin was helping her. The two had hit it off, which surprised me. The rest of the town looked at Fiona with distrust but she could take care of herself.

I forced the citizens to give up the weapons I made until I was certain they wouldn't be used against Fiona. They were reluctant until I told them to bring me a better weapon from the Bazaar and I would make it better. A few people came to me with makeshift armor they wanted rune-crafted. I agreed, so long as they took the oath and paid me for my time.

I didn't give them anything as fanciful as my Mage-Bane armor but my skills had improved. So much so that their armor was now better than the original set I had made while under the thumb of Sharla.

I could have made them even better equipment if the quality of materials supported the magic. For anyone interested I posted a listing of materials needed to construct a brigandine like mine. A few people wrote down the items before they left. Any metal would do, I didn't expect the simple folk around here to have the credits for full mithril as I had used.

A few asked me if I could construct a full set of plate armor for them. I had to explain to them that I wasn't a blacksmith or armorer, I could only rivet plates into place and carve my magic into them. I told them I could modify a set if they purchased one, those people left disappointed.

That was fine, the money wasn't anything to write home about. I only managed to make a hundred credits so far for my work. I wasn't here for the money though. Not that I got to keep most of that anyway. Constable Sally, being the only leader of the town and being uncontested was given rights by the system to tax people or businesses within. She was still upset with me over my initial refusal to help so she taxed my shop and anything purchased from it by thirty percent.

Admittedly this was an oversight on my part, I hadn't been in a town controlled by one individual yet and didn't realize this was a System perk.

That was fine. She wouldn't be getting any of my upgraded items until she stopped acting like a petty child. I knew the townsfolk respected the woman, mostly for what she had done for them after the System went active. But if she continued to treat all outsiders this way the town would eventually collapse and die.

Personally, I thought her brother would make a better constable but I doubt he wanted that position. And I was not getting involved in the politics of this town.

I only wanted to spend a few months here, work on learning to tattoo, maybe find a few dungeons to clear, and then it was on to other things.

I also hoped that Frathsar got the message I sent him. I had no idea if those communication plates I purchased were legitimate or not, time would tell.

My hand slipped as I was tattooing the chilled slab of pork skin. I cursed at my fuck up. Pigskin was the closest analog to human skin I could get without tattooing myself. Turns out it was a lot more difficult than I thought. Some of that might be due to the fact I had to do it all manually as there was no electricity for the tattooing machines.

It was a good thing the proprietor had an old Japanese style tattooing set. The manual approach was much more difficult to learn but it gave me finer control over the end product. Martin had offered to loan me the mana engine he purchased but I turned him down. I could just purchase my own if I needed one. I might pick one up on my next visit.

I shook the cramp out of my hand and started over on another section of the skin. The ice below would keep the skin cool for another hour or so before I had to store it back in my ring until I could produce more ice. This wasn't all that difficult for me with my imbue but it wasn't exactly easy to lug the ice around.

Despite my setback, I was improving. My first attempts looked like blobs of ink, where all the lines had run together. For what I had in mind I needed an extremely steady hand.

The week went by quickly. Most of my time spent crafting for others or practicing tattooing. Bella finally returned on the sixth day and I was overjoyed to see her. She was covered in muck from the swamp and sported a few wounds I had to heal but she had survived. I cleaned her up and put her back in her storage for some much-needed rest.

I looked up as the bell above the door dinged, Martin walked in with a smile and wave, Fiona following behind.

"Hey, Paul, how's it going."

"Oh, I'm doing well. What brings you by?"

"We figured out the conundrum with the shelters."

My interest perked up at this, "oh yeah?" I asked, looking at Fiona.

She nodded, "Yea, turns out not all of the shelters were safe. All the ones that were, I couldn't step foot near."

"Yep, turns out the builder of those always consecrated the ground with holy water. He was a very superstitious man from what I remember, he died a few years before the System."

"Well, I guess you learn something new every day. Good to know consecrated ground can keep out spirits. I wonder why it didn't work in the graves though."

"I had a theory on that," Martin added, "I figure it has to do with how long ago it was done or the fact that corpses break the protection. It would explain the fact that the Church wasn't spared the banshee's wrath. We found signs that husks had been clawing at the doors."

I just nodded, it made sense to me, not that I was going to dig too much into spirits and whatnot. Not unless it was to find a way to destroy them.

"Thanks for the information," I replied sincerely.

Martin was one of the most honest and generally likable people I had met, even before the world ended. It's too bad his sister acted like a dictator.

"Nah, man, it's the least I could do for your help with the banshee. Plus I got to chat with the charming Fiona. Anyway, I gotta go out on patrol, I'll see you later."

"You going to be ok out there?" I asked.

"Oh yeah, we got a few more people that decided to join after the incident. You might know one, Gail, she was the woman that killed the banshee. With her husband's death, she took it upon herself to help protect the town."

I nodded, not really sure what to say. Martin gave one last wave as he left the building.

"You should help them out," Fiona said flatly.

"We've been over this," I replied, turning back to my work.

"Helping them would only hinder the town's growth. When we leave they may not be able to handle the challenges that come their way."

Fiona huffed in annoyance and floated away. She had been trying to get me to help for the last few days. I understood her reasoning, the town had lost some good fighters but I wasn't going to budge on this. I was heading out in another day or two anyway. It was time to look for a dungeon.

When I asked Martin about it he said they hadn't spotted anything like that in the vicinity. Since I knew they had kept to the roads that wasn't much of a surprise. With Bella and Fiona, we should be able to locate one within a few days.

I did have to purchase a tent and a new sleeping bag though. Luckily Martin pointed me in the direction of a man that owned a small survival store. He wouldn't take credit so I had to trade him a rune-crafted machete for the items I desired. He was more than happy to take the oath.

All this extra work with rune-crafting was really pushing my skills to the next level. I think I had done more in the last five days than I had in the last six months. Most of my improvement came in the control of how deep I carved. This allowed me to have more consistent results across all of my runes, allowing fewer runes to have the same result as more. At the moment it was only one rune worth of difference but it was a start.

This also meant I could pack more power into items, the only limitation being the item's quality and components. During this time I also took a look at the six enhanced slave collars I had. I had the basic slave collars as well, nine of those in total. I spent most of the first night closely inspecting the collars. I had never really had the time to just sit and look at them. I could see the faint lines of the enchantment running through the devices.

Comparing the old to the new collars it was clear that the enchantment was much stronger. It's a good thing I decided not to test the enchantment. I'm not sure my runes could have overwhelmed the magic on the newer collar. I did come up with a plan for the new collars though. Since the design as a whole was too powerful I created six loops of runes around the collar. They were designed to break the material along the lines. This of course would trigger the failsafe in the device, causing it to explode inward.

That wouldn't do for what I wanted, so I added more runes that would reflect the damage outward and enhance it. In essence, I turned these new collars into cluster claymores. None of this would activate unless I said the trigger word. I also figured out a way to link runes to a single person. All it took was a little blood. Now nobody but me could activate the effects.

I repeated this process with the other two advanced collars and turned the other nine simple collars into grenades, only now they were slightly more powerful. I only wish I had more time to test my tattoos out. But I wasn't confident in my skills yet so that would have to wait.

I made sure my gear was all ready, put my armor back on, and locked up my building. It was still weird thinking of it as mine. I let Bella out from her cage, she looked rested and healthy. I nodded to Fiona and the three of us headed out of town to look for some dungeons.

            

    
        Chapter 67: Back on the hunt

    
    
    
    
                It took over a day of crisscrossing the muddy terrain to locate our first dungeon. I don't know what was worse, the swamp creatures that we had to fight off or the damn bugs. Nothing we came across was over level ten, making them easy to dispatch.

The worst was the swamp creeper. Not because it was hard to fight but because it took over an hour to fight to its actual body, the mass of vine-like appendages keeping it safe. Fire would have been my preferred method to dispatch the plant-based creature but the area was so wet it wouldn't burn. That left hacking it to pieces.

At one point Fiona tried to just go in and stab it but she learned her skill had limitations. She couldn't turn physical while anything bisected her form. Since the creature was a mass of writhing plant matter, it made it impossible for her to get anywhere near the body.

My staff also wasn't ideal in this situation. Sure I had the sharp spikes on each end but they could only tear into the plants and not really cut them off. I ended up resorting to using Fiona's sword. She had a good laugh at how inept I was with the blade. But we finally fought our way to the creature and killed it. The killing part was easy since it was immobile. One stab through its chest was enough to kill it, being only level five and all.

I made sure to keep track of the types of monsters I found and how to kill them. I'm sure Martin would find the information useful.

Fiona and I stared at the deteriorating building. I think it used to be an old church but it was hard to tell.

"Are you sure it's a dungeon," she asked.

"No, but it doesn't feel like a normal abandoned building."

"Well, only one way to find out."

We approached the building cautiously. As soon as we crossed the threshold of the door I got a message.

You have entered The Slime Church: Level 3 dungeon. Recommended team size: 3 people of level 4 or higher, Good Luck

"Well, that's a bit underwhelming," I said, inspecting the inside of the first room. There was definitely some Tardis-like fuckery going on, the inside was way bigger than the building we found.

Slime coated most of the room. As we watched some of it started to ball up and plop to the floor.

"I haven't fought a slime in ages," Fiona said.

"Any pointers?"

"Don't let them cover your head, and aim for the dark bit, that's their core."

While we were talking five of the slimes had formed on the ground and were moving toward me. I hit one with an Earth Fist to see what would happen.

The spell stretched the blob but failed to penetrate the body, the thing reformed as it slid off the protruding bit of earth.

"Well, that was disappointing."

I tried a concentrated stunning gust next. The spell penetrated the blob of goo with ease, blasting it apart. I was inspecting my handiwork and didn't notice the one getting closer. I turned my head when I noticed it wobble. The slime shot its body at me like a projectile. I reacted instinctively, moving my staff to block the appendage. It slammed into my staff... and flowed past without slowing. The attack slammed into my armor, causing my shield to flare and me to stumble backward in surprise.

"Shit, those things pack a punch," I said.

I looked at the damage and it only did twenty-five to my shield but the impact felt like someone slammed a dead blow hammer into my chest.

Fiona chuckled at me, she must have known what to expect.

I shook my head and refilled my shield with mana. Let's see how they like fire.

The dungeon was easy once you learned how to deal with the slime. I didn't have much to worry about even when they did attack me, I just had to avoid getting overwhelmed by the creatures. Fire was effective for dealing with them, as well as simply stabbing them with something sharp enough to penetrate their membranes. The slime was immune to sonic attacks like Banshee's Wail and attacks like Seismic Strike.

Their immunity didn't surprise me, I just wanted to test every ability I had, to see what worked and what didn't. Since the dungeon was a low level I felt safe doing this.

We entered the final room, which held a massive slime. I used Inspect on it.

Slime King | Level 6

I used Blink Step and Flurry to quickly put the boss down.

Congratulations you are the first team to clear this dungeon. For this feat, you have been awarded 1 free skill slot

For clearing this dungeon you have been awarded 200 credits, for being the first team to clear this dungeon you have been awarded 100 additional credits

You have earned the title Muck Raker 10% additional damage when fighting slime based creatures

Another free skill slot, some credits, and a new title. It was good to see some growth again. I decided to hold onto the skill slot, for now, seeing no point in selecting the available skills for my class. The loot was useless and I chose to leave it behind.

Martin would be happy to know this was an easy dungeon to clear. It would help the weaker members of Arman to grow. After we left the dungeon, Fiona flew up to help locate where the dungeon was, in location to a nearby landmark. She came back a few minutes later. Turned out the dungeon was less than a mile from a road. I added that note and the general location to my notebook.

I got Bella out and we went in search of more dungeons.

We weren't able to find the next one until a day later. It was made from a massive rotten tree. We entered to see what level of dungeon we're were dealing with.

You have entered The Grove: Level 12 dungeon. Recommended team size: 4 people of level 14 or higher, Good Luck

"This could prove to be quite a challenging dungeon," I remarked.

The inside was filled with all types of plants. Large bugs could be seen flittering among the assorted flora.

"I think I'll just burn it all."

"Just be careful, I'll keep an eye out for anything trying to attack."

I nodded to Fiona and started spinning my staff, imbued with fire. Eye of the Storm filled the large room, turning it into an inferno. This turned out to be a mistake as black smoke started to fill the air. I started coughing and had to end my spell and rush back outside.

I had to cleanse the poison produced from the burning plant matter as well as heal the damage the smoke had done. Fiona came out a few minutes later.

"You stirred up a hornet's nest in there, everything is going crazy."

I could hear shrieking coming from the dungeon, black smoke still poured out from the entrance. I watched kill notifications pour in as the smoke and fire killed off the monsters inside. It took twenty minutes for the smoke to clear before I could reenter. The first room was just filled with glowing black coals.

If the monsters had dropped any loot it was destroyed by the fire. The next two rooms were much of the same, it wasn't until I entered the fourth room that the environment changed. Something had managed to put out the fire or halt it as the room was mostly intact. I didn't have to wait long to find out what had done it.

A wood elemental burst out from the foliage and attacked me with its vine-like arms. I was forced to bat them away by spinning my staff. The fire from my staff burned into the creature causing it to shriek in rage.

This was a similar creature to the one that nature mage had in Chicago. The only difference was I wouldn't be able to kill its source of mana to banish it. I did a quick Identify to see what I was dealing with.

Lesser Wood Elemental | Level 14

It whipped more vines at me, this time covered in thorns. While it was focused on me, Fiona attacked it from the back. I whipped my staff out and cast calcify as it connected with the tentacle. The spell spread quickly along the thin appendage, causing it to fall to the ground and shatter.

My shield had taken a few glancing blows from the creature and was down to a hundred points left.

The elemental didn't do a significant amount of damage but it was constantly attacking. It mostly ignored Fiona's attacks. I watched the damaged and destroyed limbs of the elemental regenerate, and swore.

I was going to have to pull out all the stops to deal enough damage to overpower this creature's ability to heal.

It took the combined effort of Fiona and me another hour before we were finally able to overwhelm the creature's ability to regenerate. The husk that once was a wood elemental collapsed to the ground, shattering like a bundle of sticks. Bella would have been helpful but the area was too tight for her bulky frame to maneuver and give us open lines to attack the creature.

I heaved out a tired breath as I slipped to the ground in exhaustion. In the end, I had to multicast calcifying strike three times in a row and use multiple casts of flurry to sever the creature's connection to the earth around it. We had tried something similar earlier in the fight but as soon as the creature was able to connect with the surrounding dirt it quickly recovered again.

My shield had long since failed and I was covered in dozens of small cuts from the elemental's vines. With my mana tapped, I needed to wait for it to refill before I could heal since I didn't want to waste a mana potion.

'At least my armor held up,' I thought darkly.

If I had been able to utilize fire more extensively we probably could have killed off the creature sooner. But with the enclosed underground space the toxic fumes quickly filled the area.

My class wasn't well suited to fighting nature-based creatures. A class with damage over time abilities would probably be a better fit or something that could cause it to rot. In the end, we were able to defeat it but it wasn't even the boss of the dungeon.

As Fiona floated up to me I made a decision.

"I think, we are done in this dungeon for now. If the boss is something stronger than this elemental I don't think we can take it alone."

Fiona nodded in agreement. I did loot the Lesser Wood Elemental though, getting some interesting wood from it.

Elemental Wood X 4

I tested the wood, finding it strong and springy. It wasn't thick enough to use for a staff but it could be used for a bow. I tucked it away in my ring for my next visit to the Bazaar. While bows weren't useful for me I knew at least a dozen people in Arman that had skills to use them.

"Do you want me to map the rest of the dungeon?"

I thought about her question for a bit, before responding. "Alright, If you think it's safe, sure. It would be good to know what type of boss we might encounter if we return."

Fiona floated deeper into the dungeon while I made my way to the exit. So far this place had been a bust, other than the wood.

Fiona returned a half-hour later. "Yeah, it was a good idea to leave. The boss room contained a nature guardian."

Fiona continued after she got a blank look from me.

"Think of them like a pixie, only evil, and able to control anything nature related, including elementals. Alone it wouldn't be hard to take down but there were two lesser wood elementals in the room with it, along with all kinds of plants."

I scratched the beard that had begun to grow since Chicago. "Any idea of its level?"

"Level 16, the two elementals were level 12."

"Yea, one was hard enough. I'll mark it in my notes for Martin, then we can head out."

This dungeon was probably safe from random discovery. Fiona wasn't able to see any roads or buildings from above the treeline. I had a general idea of how far we had traveled and estimated we were twenty or thirty miles from Arman.

Our direction of travel had been steadily east, towards Biloxi. Since it was my plan to stop there anyway, locating dungeons was a bonus of sorts.

I stored the journal and let Bella out to stretch for a bit before we got back to our search.

The third dungeon was an odd one. We came across this small abandoned community, easily spotted from quite a distance away. As soon as we rode past the town sign I got a dungeon message.

You have entered Suburbia: Level 9 dungeon. Recommended team size: 6 people of level 8 or higher, Good Luck

I didn't have time to think about the name before spears started flying in our direction. Bella reacted faster than I did and jumped to the side, hissing. The maneuver almost threw me from the saddle, a reminder that I wasn't a true mounted expert.

Four bipedal wolfmen came running at us, brandishing more spears. I used Identify as I tripped one with Earth Fist.

Kobold | Spearman | Level 8

What I had originally mistaken for fur features turned out to be scale. They did have a mix of fur and scales. The fur was mostly on their head, like a human, along with some on their upper chest as well as their shoulders.

I flipped backward out of the saddle as a spear sailed toward me. Bella simply ducked under it with an angry hiss.

The Kobolds barked angrily in return, I was surprised the system didn't translate. My roll brought me to my feet behind Bella as she launched herself at the pack. There was frightened yipping as they scattered at her charge. The one I tripped wasn't quick enough to get away as Bella grabbed it by the neck and gave a sharp yank. I could hear the bone snapping from my position.

One turned towards me, howling in rage. The others picked up the howl, after they stopped I heard other howls from farther off. 'Shit.'

I dodged another thrown spear and ran towards the offender. My staff appeared in my hand as I Imbued it with electrical damage.

The kobolds were about five feet tall and were muscled like a sprinter. Something slammed into my armor's shield shaving off 50 points. I spared a glance to the side and saw one of the kobolds engaged with Bella had used my distraction to chuck a spear at me.

The creature had a surprised look when its spear didn't impale me but it quickly went back to trying to kill Bella. Fiona returned the favor, stabbing it through the back.

I fought with my target while the distant yips kept getting closer. The creature was a competent fighter, managing to block my blows with his last spear. I used my range advantage to stab out at the creature.

It misjudged the weight of my weapon and it cut a gash along its shoulder. It shook off the electrical damage and hissed, a red glow suffusing its body. The speed of its strikes increased, surprising me a little. Enough so that I took two strikes to my shield before I retaliated with Flurry.

I pulled my bloody staff from the corpse as a dozen more projectiles came flying in. Spears were mixed with rocks from slings. Three more impacts jarred my shield taking it down another hundred points. It only had a few points left so I decided to cast Area of Denial and Blink step, running at the group of kobolds.

I wasn't expecting to run into a green barrier. The magical shield rippled violently at my impact, shattering. It was enough to stop me dead in my tracks though. I looked for the caster that conjured the barrier, finding him in the back.

"Fiona, deal with the mage, I'll deal with the rest."

I didn't wait for a response as I started to cut my way through the creatures. The kobolds' anger only grew as they tried to shatter my defense. I couldn't activate Eye of the Storm because they weren't giving me enough time to spin my staff. Every time I tried they would interrupt it from beyond my barrier.

 That was fine, I had more than enough ways to deal with these creatures. While my Area of Denial was active, I fed mana into my armor to replenish its shield a bit. I was able to take down four of the kobolds while AOD was active. Fiona had dealt with the mage and Bella would run in and grab one of the creatures by the tail and drag them off to be ripped apart by her talons.

As the kobolds grew more desperate they activated their ability to enhance their speed, attacking indiscriminately. Terrified screeches filled the air as they found they couldn't fight against Fiona. Even the occasional attack that she wasn't able to block failed to land as she changed from her solid form back to her ghostly one.

Bella finished off the last kobold, tearing it apart and swallowing the bloody chunks. I looked away, making sure to scan the area for any more hostiles. The 'town' was quite large. Well, large for a dungeon.

I tried a few doors, none of them would open. When I inspected them closer I realized they were all fake.

"Stupid real fake doors," I mumbled.

All of the buildings were fake, yet from even a few feet away they looked convincing. I tried to break out the windows. Whatever they were made from was tough stuff. I was not able to even scratch the material.

I convinced Fiona to try and enter one of the buildings. She came back out a minute or so later.

"They are completely solid on the inside."

I shook my head at the weirdness of this dungeon. Fiona went ahead to scout while Bella and I made our way slowly through the fake city.

Fiona would report back when she found groups of kobolds and we would go and fight them. If you caught them off guard they were easy to take out. It was only when they managed to call in reinforcements that we had trouble.

Eventually, Fiona found the kobold camp. It was nestled between taller buildings. Tents littered the area around a large central fire. A larger kobold sat on a throne made from sticks, three skinnier kobolds surrounded him. I assumed they were female variants.

They watched us approach, the king standing tall as we entered. He let out a loud bark, that echoed among the walls, before stepping down from his platform.

The three female kobolds started casting spells, their target wasn't us though.

I watched as the kobold king grew two feet, his muscles bulging and his toothy maw turning even more savage. He pulled out a large sword from behind the throne, that I had mistaken for a pole. It looked like the comically large swords in anime. I wasn't laughing though as I saw him swing the massive hunk of metal with ease.

We stared at each other from opposite sides of the fire. He let out one last howl before crouching and leaping over the fire in a burst of speed. I noticed the three women weren't just sitting idle either, they had pulled out weapons and were rushing around the fire to assist.

I would have to let Fiona and Bella deal with those three, as I dealt with the king. I activated Aura of Rage and all three healing spells as the king landed, his sword smashing the ground where I had stood a few seconds before. I felt the power from the three kobold women flow into me but the king was able to resist my aura.

His feet left small craters in the ground as he sprinted towards me. His sword swung in a low arc, aimed at my legs.

I wasn't about to try and deflect that hunk of steel, instead, leaping back from his attack. I added ice to my staff and activated Flurry. The creature activated an ability, his sword moved at an impossible speed to parry each of my strikes.

All I could see was a shower of sparks as our weapons connected. I jumped out of his reach as soon as my skill was completed. The kobold lazily moved his sword up to a batter's stance and I could see the dents my weapon had made in the weapon.

The king smiled toothily as he eyed me.

I took the pause to Identify him.

Kragor | Kobold Champion | Level 12

I kept my distance as we eyed each other, My staff was in a position to strike out or deflect as needed. I saw him twitch and cast Stunning Gust as I punched my staff forward.

I found that the pointed end of my staff helped to concentrate the spell even more. A tight knot of wind sped toward Kragor as he slipped to the side and burst toward me at inhuman speed. I was forced to use Blink Step just to dodge the massive overhand slash. The ground where I stood was caved in from the strike but I was sent spinning.

Kragor had used one of his taloned hands to punch me as his sword was descending. I missed seeing his strike as I was fixated on his sword. I tumbled until I slammed into one of the buildings. The blow had cost my shield over 200 points.

The angry lizard-dog-freight-train-of-destruction wasn't done yet though. He rushed toward my new location, jaws wide and arms outstretched. I only had a second to activate Banshee's Wail as he ran at me. Kragor stumbled but his forward momentum couldn't be stopped, forcing me to roll out of his path before I was trampled.

He slammed into the building, cracking the rock-like facade. I didn't waste the opportunity, slamming my staff down on the back of one of his legs while activating Calcifying Strike.

I was forced to scramble away as a clawed hand ripped through the air I was occupying. I heard the shriek of metal as his claws brushed my armor. That meant my shield was now down.

I took a step back and suddenly felt a tiny bit weaker. 'Shit, that meant one of the females was dead leaving me at a disadvantage.'

Kragor turned toward me, I could see my spell was affecting him as he limped noticeably on his damaged limb.

He smiled at me, then disappeared. I turned in time to see him pulling his sword from the ground and whipping it at my head. I ducked the thrown mass of steel and when I looked up he was gone again.

Acting on instinct, I threw myself flat. I felt the air whoosh by overhead. Kragor had turned into a spinning top of death. I was forced to roll away from him as he angled his attack lower. 'This boss's abilities were just beyond ridiculous.'

Once out of his reach I used Seismic Strike to disrupt his footing. He stumbled as he lost balance, letting go of his sword. The hunk of metal slammed into my side as I managed to avoid a direct blow. I hissed in pain as I felt a rib break. It forced me to finally cancel Aura of Rage so I could heal.

Kragor didn't bother to stand back up, instead, he sprinted at me on all fours. He was even faster in that position than he was on two. I was forced to blast the area with Shroud and pick a random direction to dive. Angry yips and howls could be heard as he slashed at the mist to try and find me.

I activated my talisman so I could see through the magic and took stock of the battle. Fiona and Bella had managed to take down two of the females. I must have just missed them killing the second. I saw that Bella had numerous wounds on her and threw a Healing Touch her way.

This turned out to be a mistake, Kragor saw the light and rocketed in that direction. I was only able to stop him by activating Earth Fist on his calcifying calf muscle. He went down in a heap as his leg gave out from under him.

My mana was running near empty at this point so I used one of my mana injectors as I sprinted after the champion.

I leaped into the air and brought my staff down on Kragor's back with all of my strength. Ice and electricity coursed through his body finally stunning him long enough for me to continue my assault.

The fight ended less than a minute later as I landed the last blow on Kragor. Fiona had been able to dispatch the last female kobold with ease after my obscuring mist filled the area. Turns out she wasn't affected by the obscuring effects of the mist.

I had to sit and wait another nine minutes for the spell to end so I could see. I didn't want to waste any more charges on my amulet unless I had to. It needed to last until I could replace it with a tattoo.

I went around and looted the corpses and the treasure chest hidden behind the throne.

Kragor's Clever Cleaver

Dusk Blade

Moon Blade

Sun Blade

400 credits

Ring of the Champion

There were some interesting items, I used Identify on each to see what the descriptions were.

Kragor's Clever Cleaver: Only a fool is separated from his weapon. Allows you to teleport to the weapon's location, with the handle in your dominant hand. Cost 5hp per ten feet of teleportation.

No wonder he was bouncing around like Yoda on crack. Too bad the weapon wasn't a normal size. Someone in Arman may want to purchase it but I couldn't think of anyone with the strength to wield such a large weapon. Joshua might have been able to in his animal forms if he was still alive.

The dusk, moon, and sun blades were just the same short sword with increased damage based on the time of day. I could sell those to the citizens of Arman.

Last was the ring of the champion.

Ring of the Champion: This ring signifies that you are the undisputed champion. Wearing this ring gives you an intimidating presence. You appear far larger than you are, anyone attacking you suffers a -1 to endurance.

The ring wasn't all that useful for me, my endurance was quite high already and most people or monsters were subject to my Aura, one point, either way, wasn't likely to help me much. I put the item in my storage ring to sell at the Bazaar, along with the cleaver. I quickly checked the rewards for clearing the dungeon before we headed out.

For clearing this dungeon you have been awarded 800 credits.

I stopped and stared at the single notification. 'Well, that sucks. Someone or a party had already cleared the dungeon and taken the first clear bonus.'

I guess it wasn't too surprising, this dungeon wasn't exactly hidden. I finished healing Bella before the three of us rode out of the dungeon and towards Biloxi.

            

    
        Chapter 68: Turning heads

    
    
    
    
                I rode into Biloxi on Bella, we were greeted on the main road like we were before, this time it was a different group that greeted me. None of the men hassled me like the previous time.

The city was quite busy, considering its location and the Bazaar I wasn't surprised.

I kept an eye out for trouble as Bella made her way down the streets and towards the Bazaar. Nothing appeared out of the ordinary but the crowds still made me nervous. Before my imprisonment, I wouldn't have thought twice about being around this many people. Now, I measured everyone as a possible threat to me. Humans more so than the other races. It wasn't a healthy way to live, I knew that, but it would take time for me to change.

I let out a sigh of relief as I entered the Bazaar. I couldn't wait to get back to Arman or hunting dungeons. Anything to be away from the mass of humanity. My last time in Biloxi was less stressful because I had people I at least worked with, along with me. Fiona was with me but she needed to remain invisible and incorporeal to heal the damage she suffered in the last dungeon.

I would deal with my phobia, I wasn't planning to spend a lot of time in the Bazaar.

As soon as I located a weapon seller, I negotiated a price for the cleaver. I ended up getting 1100 credits for it. The merchant refused to budge on the price even though I could tell it was worth quite a bit more. I took the offer and moved on to sell the ring. I ended up getting 500 for the ring.

It took a bit of wandering before I found a merchant selling mana engines. I also learned what powered them. I don't know why it never occurred to me that they were powered by mana hearts. You could power it from any fed mana, as well, but it wasn't as efficient. I couldn't take the gem out of my armor to use that so I ended up having to purchase a few mana hearts. The mana engine itself was cheaper than I thought at only 400 credits. The two tiny mana gems cost me more than the engine at 500 credits.

The merchant assured me that a fully charged gem would last two hours. This explained why the devices were so weak, I couldn't imagine the fifty mana that I could pour into the gems was enough to power much of anything. The magical interface on the device was smart enough to supply only the power needed for something to work, at least until it hit its maximum output. It made me wonder how many mana engines they needed to power that stupid tower in Chicago.

I also purchased an item called a hidden enclosure. It was a circular tent with an invisibility enchantment placed on it. Once the door was closed the enchantment activated.

The tent only cost me 250, it was cheap because it had no other defensive enchantments on it. This meant it wasn't any stronger than a normal tent. I was fine with that, only wanting it for its invisibility.

My next stop was a shop that sold enchanting supplies. I figured I might need ink capable of holding mana to power my tattoo idea, the other option was using ink made from my blood but I figured that was a bit tacky. Fifty credits later and I was on my way.

The merchant did ask me a few questions about what I wanted the ink for. He wanted to know what guild I was a part of and who my mentor was. I managed to deflect his questions and get out before the man caused a scene. I didn't need to get on the bad side of some unknown guild monopoly on enchanting.

I had one final stop to make before I left.

It took me four stops before I found a skill dealer, at least one that had a skill I was interested in. I thought about what I could use in my repertoire for a while. This skill came to mind from my time in Chicago. My human meteorite combo was highly effective. The only problem was not every place had high buildings I could leap from. I also wanted a bit more control over my descent. I also needed the skill to work with my dexterity stat.

The skill I located was a fifteen-second ability called Wings of the Falcon. It was enough time to gain altitude and come into a controlled dive. If I used Blink Step's agility boost I could slam into the ground much faster, causing much more damage. The spell would also give me an ability to fight flying creatures, or escape in a direction that enemies might not expect.

The cost of the ability was significant at 2500 credits, that was after haggling with the merchant for ten minutes. I paid the beastkin and activated the skill plate, feeling the knowledge of the ability form in my mind. I would wait until I left Biloxi to test it, no point showing possible enemies what I can bring to a fight.

Now that I had everything I needed I headed back to the portal. I was just about to exit when I heard someone call out. I turned to see who it was.

"Excuse me, sir," a reedy looking half-elf said.

"Can I help you?" I asked, scanning for possible trouble.

"Are you from the new world that recently joined? If you are... could I hire you?" the man asked in a nervous tone.

I scanned the individual, expecting some sort of trap.

Balarius | Researcher | Level 11

The man wasn't armed but he could be storing items or weapons in a ring, like me. I decided to hear the man out, if I didn't like what he was selling I would just walk away.

"Hire me... for what?"

"Oh... right, sorry, my apologies. I tend to get a bit frazzled and scatterbrained at times. Yes, anyway where was I. Oh, yes. My name is Balarius. I study worlds, well, ecosystems, and the changes that the system had on them. As you could imagine this is rather difficult, what with no new worlds joining in over a thousand years."

The man rattled on until I stopped him.

"Stop, please, just tell me why you want to hire me."

"Oh right, again, apologies. I need a guide to your world. Well not to your world, I already transferred over to your cosmic coordinates. I need a guide to show me around and protect me while I study. I will pay quite handsomely for your time and effort," the man finally added.

I chewed on his words for a bit. The man waited with pent up excitement for me to answer.

"I won't always be out in the wilds, sometimes I will remain at my home for weeks on end."

"Not a problem, in fact, that will help me even more, if you could provide a place for me to go over my notes and rest."

"Uh-huh... do you have a mount?"

"I do, standard horse, is that sufficient?"

"Yea, that will be fine. I want 500 credits a day," the man's face paled at the cost before I continued, "this will include food, shelter, and protection. If I have to save you from your own stupidity that is going to be extra. If you try and harm me or others I care for... I will cut you down. Do we have an agreement?"

I figured if the man was serious about finding a guide that he would accept my offer, if not oh well.

"Do you need payment upfront?" the man asked, mulling over my offer.

"Each day's payment upfront. If you miss a day I will tack on additional fees that need to be paid before I will continue my services. Agreed?"

"I agree," the man said, holding out his hand to shake. I shook the man's hand with a bit of hesitation.

He seemed almost too eager to agree. He handed me the credits and we exited the Bazaar.

***

Reginald cursed, that damn half-elf had managed to give them the slip. They knew where he was going but if he got too far ahead the tracker wouldn't be able to locate him.

His boss had sent the four of them to this new world to scout resources and possible locations to plunder or control. Rumors of the new world spread quickly through the System. Stories of meteoric rises in levels as well as beasts and dungeons everywhere. His boss wanted a stake in that new world and had invested 40000 credits to send three of his strongest people over to establish a base.

While a researcher wasn't the best asset to use for something like this it was what they had to work with. They had captured the man a few years ago and kept him around to identify rare objects that they came across. If his boss found out the man escaped they wouldn't find any sympathy.

"Do you have his trail?" Reginald demanded.

Oslo rolled his eyes, "Of course, he is only an hour or so ahead of us."

Reginald looked at the strange buildings of glass and stone that made up the town in this world. He was human as were his allies. It made it easy to blend in with the locals. Although, he did see a few other races already trying to establish their presence here in this new world. They would have to work quickly if they wanted to secure a section for themselves.

The three pulled out horses from storage and rode off, following the trail. Reginald looked toward Zal, he had been quiet the entire time. It wasn't out of place for the large man but Reginald had given him a tongue lashing after he failed to keep an eye on the half-elf. Zal had the intelligence of a child, he made up for that lack of intelligence with brute force that few could contend with, being half-orc and all. The man followed orders but he got distracted at times.

***

I ignored Belarius's non-stop chatter as I scanned the forest while we rode. The man acted like he hadn't been in a proper conversation in years. He reminded me of a guy I knew that was homeschooled. That man had no sense of social interaction.

I sighed, "Belarius, you need to calm down and be quiet. This is not a safe area we are traversing, in fact, there aren't really any safe areas besides towns and villages. First, we are heading to the place I'm staying but with it getting late we are going to have to camp for the night," I stated coldly.

"Sorry," he replied, sheepishly.

I wasn't too worried about being attacked. Fiona was scouting and I had Bella, who had better sensed than I did. I just wanted the man to shut up.

We rode in silence for another hour or so before I pulled off the main road and found an area I was comfortable camping in. The jut of rock rose above the surrounding swamp just enough to keep it dry and free of water. I placed the survival tent down.

"Alright, you might as well rest inside while I scout the perimeter."

"Are you sure?" the man asked, looking around nervously.

"It'll be fine. I'll be back in half an hour. The tent has an invisibility enchantment on it, so nobody will know you are here."

The man nodded as he stored his horse and entered the tent, closing it up. I watched it vanish.

"Keep an eye on him," I whispered to Fiona.

She faded into view only long enough to give me a wink before she vanished again.

It was time to test out my new ability. I walked into the trees until the camp was lost from view.

"This should be far enough," I said, stopping to examine the skills stats

Wings of the Falcon: Produces large wings capable of propelling a person into the air for 15 seconds. Cost 50 mana, cooldown 2 min

The cost was manageable even if I needed to multicast. Now it was time to test the skill out.

I cast the spell and examined the result. Large black and grey wings sprouted from my upper back. They didn't seem bothered by the fact that they went straight through my armor. My armor was unaffected as well.

I gave the wings a test flap, lifting a foot off the ground with one powerful stroke. The feeling of suddenly having two new appendages was odd. I flapped them a few more times, rising fifteen feet into the air. One of my wings hit a branch as I was rising and I tilted over and slammed into the tree and then the ground.

I groaned softly as I pulled myself off the muddy ground. The fall had cost me 25 health and 15 points on my shield. I really needed to make a helmet and leggings to go with my armor. That way the shield would cover me completely. I would have to redesign the runes or get two more mana hearts to do this though.

I wiped the dirty mud off my face. I wasn't worried about the armor, it was self-cleaning. I waited two more minutes for the spell to reset to try again. This time I wanted to see just how far up one cast would take me.

I cast the spell and rocketed into the air with powerful strokes of the wings. I watched the timer tick down as I continued to climb. I was easily as high as a five-story building. The spell ended and I was still traveling upward from sheer momentum. I smiled as I hit the apex of my flight and started coming back down. It was hard to tell from my vantage point but I think I managed another ten feet or so of unpowered flight. I flipped over, facing the ground, and activated the spell again, using Multicast.

The wings spread from my back and I corkscrewed through the air as I dived at the ground. Before I got to the tree line I flapped the wings to slow my descent.

I misjudged my speed as I plummeted below the trees. My foot slammed into a branch and snapped. I choked off the scream as the pain shot into my mind, causing me to lose focus as I tumbled the rest of the way to the ground, trying to correct my flight.

I landed with a loud crash taking over 200 damage from my escapades. I hissed in pain as I tried to sit up. My healing was already activated and I could feel the bone in my foot pop back into place as the pain lessened. I laid back on the moss.

'This is why I wanted to practice first,' I thought.

Once the healing was complete I stood up. The spell was everything I had wanted. Hell, with my Blink Step added I could probably rise 200 feet into the air. I wanted to try it out tonight but I chose to wait. If something attacked I wanted to have Area of Denial available. If I tested out the wings right now I would probably need to use AOD to make a safe landing without dying. I wasn't going to rely on Second Chance to save me, who knows what would happen if I broke my neck in the fall.

I walked back towards the camp as I brushed off any remaining dirt.

            

    
        Chapter 69: Hunter and the prey

    
    
    
    
                Reginald stopped as Oslo held up a hand. He watched as the man dismounted and inspected the ground around the road. He heard the man curse.

"What is it," he demanded.

"We got a problem, seems our little friend isn't alone. I wasn't sure until I saw their tracks both head off the road here," he said, gesturing to a barely visible trail.

"That's not all, looks like whoever picked him up has a war mount."

Reginald stiffened at that. While not rare, nobody bought a war mount unless they expected to be in almost constant fighting. There were many other options that people could buy that were both faster and cheaper.

"Any idea what type?" he asked, not that any of them would be good to fight.

"Ravor beast," he replied, spitting to the side.

Shit, he had fought a few of the creatures in the past. Usually when attacking a well-armed caravan. The creatures were semi-intelligent and brutal.

"Anyone else?"

"No, tracks aren't deep enough for more than one rider."

"They will know we're coming long before we can sneak up on them," Reginald said.

He had to think of the best course of action here. While it was likely they could take one rider it might cost one of them their lives. So long as it wasn't his, he was willing to do that but he didn't know the terrain or if this person had friends nearby. He might get his ass chewed out by the boss but he chose the safer option.

"Follow them at a safe distance, I will send a message back to the boss."

Oslo nodded as he zipped into the swamp. The man could hide his presence and scent but he couldn't keep them active for more than a few minutes. He composed a message to the boss, bending the truth a little. If his boss thought the man had been taken from him he was more likely to send them some reinforcements. It would cost Reginald some clout in the organization but he could redeem himself when he captured a bunch of resources and dungeons.

It took Oslo twelve hours to return to the others. He had found the spot where the man with the war mount was camping, although, he didn't see the half-elf. He waited silently in the trees, only close enough to keep the camp in view. It wasn't until the sun came up that he spotted the half-elf, he emerged from a tent that was cloaked in an invisibility enchantment.

Tents like these weren't all that uncommon, but they were more expensive than a normal tent. He was too far away to make out any details about the man with the elf. A few times he thought he saw the man talking but he never saw a sign of anyone else in the area.

He watched them leave and followed the trail on foot until he was a few hours behind. Then he got his own horse out and followed. The trail ended at a small walled town. He scanned the sentries from his hiding place and made note of everything he saw before he raced back to the others.

"So, you think, he's still in the town?" Reginald asked.

"Most likely, I didn't spot any other tracks other than theirs."

"Well, we can't take a town with the three of us. The boss got back to me and is sending four more people through."

"That's good," Oslo replied.

"No you idiot, one of the people he is sending is Duwalt."

Oslo hissed in annoyance. Duwalt was the Boss's right-hand man and executioner. If they fucked this up the man was more than capable of taking them both out.

The group headed back to the Bazaar to meet up with the others.

***

Fiona watched the three riders leave. It was possible she could have killed the scout but she wanted to see what they were up to. She was also wary because she was still recovering from the dungeon. Her health didn't return quickly when she was injured, another day and she should be at full strength.

She had first spotted the man following them when she did an aerial recon. The man was smart and kept his distance, shadowing them from beyond normal detection range. Since the man had not attacked them she chose to follow him back. That was when she overheard their conversation. They were either after Paul or the half-elf. She was betting on the latter.

She flew back to warn Paul and Martin.

***

I rubbed my temples as Fiona told us about the group following me. Since she couldn't risk alerting them to her presence she was unable to get their levels.

"What should we do?" Martin asked.

"We will probably have to confront them at some point. First I need to talk to Belarius and see what he has to say. If he is in league with these people... I'll deal with it."

"Ok, but you can't take on seven people by yourself," Martin replied.

I gave a soft chuckle, "perhaps. See if your sister wants to do something to assist."

"I'll ask," Martin replied skeptically.

I understood his uncertainty. While his sister seemed like she would do anything to protect the town, it was unlikely she would jeopardize the safety and security of the town, for one outsider.

A show of strength might drive them away but these people seemed cautious. Nothing like the Black Dragon or other factions I had run into so far. Something about being given power had changed the way most people seemed to behave, that or they finally just dropped the thin veneer of civility. It meant it would be much more difficult to exploit their overconfidence.

'I hated fighting competent people,' I groaned.

The last competent person I fought had been Obidiah, and he killed me. I couldn't dwell on the issues, I needed to figure out a solution. First, I needed to talk with Belarius.

I headed upstairs where the man was gleefully examining all of the dead Earth tech he could. I told him he could take whatever he liked apart but he got irate at that suggestion.

"Belarius, can we talk?"

"Uh-huh, sure, have I mentioned how wonderful the tech on your world was, simply fascinating."

"Focus, Belarius," I said, rubbing my temple. "We discovered some people following us, do you know anything about that?"

"Oh.... don't worry about them, I'm sure they won't bother you," he said smiling.

He tried to walk out of the room but I grabbed him by the arm. "Then you won't have any issue if I kill them?"

I could feel the man's distress.

"You should just let me leave, these aren't the kind of people you want to involve yourself with."

"It's too late for that, they know where this city is and probably won't believe us if we tell them you left. No, you are going to wait here while I confront your friends."

"They are certainly not my friends," Belarius said with a huff.

"If you're not here when I get back I will treat you as I treat them," I said, leaving the room.

I couldn't leave Fiona here to watch the man but if he ran I doubt he would get far. Martin would be more than happy to help me track the man down.

Martin figured we had another eight hours before the people arrived. I wish I would have had more time to work on my tattooing but that simply wasn't the case.

I sat on a log about a mile from the city. While there were multiple ways to get to Arman from Biloxi, I expected this group to come the same way from before. I was proven right when I spotted a group of horses coming down the dirt road.

"Well, you ready?" I asked Fiona and Martin.

His sister had adamantly denied any assistance. Martin and she had gotten into a heated argument over it but she didn't budge. I was starting to think Martin was getting fed up with her recalcitrant attitude.

I think stubbornness ran in their family as I was unable to convince Martin to remain in the city.

"Yeah, don't worry about me, I can take care of myself," Martin replied.

"Trust in your friends," Fiona whispered into my ear.

I cast my buffs on us as the riders got closer. They came to a stop about a hundred feet away and got off their horses.

I watched as three of the men approached, I kept my eyes on all of them though. I looked at Martin to see how he was doing, he was rolling some dice around in his hand with a relaxed look on his face.

"Can we help you, gentlemen?" Martin asked.

"That's the one," a wiry looking man nodded in my direction.

So, this was the scout. I used Identify on the three.

Reginald | Heliolite | Level 14

Oslo | Pathfinder | Level 14

Zal | Brute | Level 16

The other four were too far away to identify, I would have to trust Fiona to warn us if we should escape.

"You can return the property you stole from us." the man demanded.

The Pathfinder and Brute didn't worry me too much but I wasn't sure about the Heliolite. I knew the base word stood for sun or light. If he was a light-based mage he could be dangerous.

"If by property you mean the half-elf I assume?"

"Yes, he is our property."

Just the thought of ownership over someone else made my blood boil. Just because they didn't slap a collar on him didn't make it any better.

"Well... that's where we have a problem. You see, he paid me to keep him safe," I said, producing my staff, "and I don't abide by people owning others. So, how bout you get back on your horses and head back to your own world."

The man looked at me with a smirk. "That's a nice staff, I think I'll hang it up as a trophy when I pull it from your cold dead hands."

Before they could react I activated Shroud. I had discussed this possibility with Martin during our wait. He said it was fine, he had skills that didn't rely on him being able to see.

I activated my talisman, I couldn't even recall how many uses I had left on the thing so I would have to use it sparingly. I could see the big guy stumbling around but the other two hadn't moved. I could see the Heliolite casting something. He started to glow as the mist started to evaporate in a small area around him. It didn't give me much time to work. I checked the other four who were also caught in the mist. They also hadn't moved.

I activated fire and earth on my staff, then my wings and Blink Step. I picked this area because it was clear of trees. I burst through the mist and soared into the air at a ridiculous speed. I checked on my targets below and Martin.

Martin had a prismatic barrier surrounding him and a little green imp that was running through the mist like it didn't exist.

I looked at the three next and saw the mage looking directly at me. I saw him point and I flapped one wing. I almost avoided a bright beam of light that speared from the man's finger. I grit my teeth at the pain as my leg went numb. I cast Rejuvenate as I continued my ascent. The man tried to fire a few more beams at me but I was able to dodge them. After twelve seconds I flipped over and dived straight at the man.

I flapped the wings as fast as I could to add speed to my descent. The man was now frantically trying to fire finger lasers at me as I rocketed towards him. He couldn't run as his aura spell was only slowly pushing back the mist and if he moved too quickly he would be lost.

The little imps, there were now five, were keeping the scout occupied. The big guy was howling in rage and swinging a mace in the mist.

Another laser hit my shoulder and activated my shield. It drained seventy points from the shield as the man turned to run. I activated my wings again and powered straight at him, activating Area of Denial.

The man turned and screamed as he burst with bright light. The spell blinded me as I slammed into the poor man at faster than terminal velocity. I liked to call this move the poor man's ballistic missile. My staff tip, sheared through some part of the man because I felt a tiny bit of resistance before I slammed into him with my shield.

My impact left a crater in the ground and the displaced air flung the mist away in a ten-foot radius.

I had to sit there as I was still blinded for another five seconds. I heard another scream coming from the direction the scout was last seen and when my sight came back I turned to look.

Ten imps were tearing the man apart. I turned back to look around me. The only thing left of the mage was an arm and part of his shoulder. The rest was splattered about, giving the mist a pink tinge in the area.

I decided to leave the giant to Martin as I walked towards the other four. The lead man had his eyes fixed on me with a big smile. He started clapping.

"Thank you for the show and for saving me some work. These three were dead no matter what happened today."

My steps halted as my mind seemed to lurch.

'Wait where you are, we will deal with you after the fog clears.'

My mind felt like molasses as it was attacked by the man's spell. I managed another step forward and it felt like I was walking through thick mud. It was enough to get the man into Identify range.

Frederick Duwalt | Psion | Level 18

I heard the man hiss to his cohorts. "He has a strong will, get in there and deal with him before he overwhelms my ability."

I watched the three pull out weapons and they dismounted and ran into the fog towards me. I struggled against the man's ability as the three continued to close. They came unerringly toward me. That would only be possible if they had items that let them see through the mists. Fiona waited until the men were within ten feet of me before she struck.

She stabbed the Psion through the back and he let out a scream of pain. Immediately I felt the power dissipate around my mind as I blurred into motion.

My first target was the fool that turned his head at the scream. I fed mana into my staff and activated Flurry, driving through his guard. He was quick but I only needed to brush against his skin one time for my blinding pain enchantment to activate.

He dropped his swords and screamed as the ability took hold. It was only amplified by the fact that he now had molten rock burning him in three spots. I bashed him upside the head as I spun to meet the next guy.

The man attacked me with vigor, trying to break through my blocks. The other man was also running up to attack as well. Both men blurred and became five as they came at me. I jumped back, taking three hits to my shield before I stomped on the ground.

Seismic Strike rippled out from me, fire-spewing from the cracks and burning away the false images as the real men stumbled. My staff shrunk as I activated the rune. I released it causing the staff to shoot forward as I activated Stunning Gust. A large spike of molten rock rocketed off my staff and straight through one of the men's skulls.

'I will never forget the smell of cooking brain matter,' I thought as I gagged.

The last man was getting to his feet as I cast Earth Fist, breaking his kneecap. He went down screaming. I saw him glowing blue as the knee popped back into place. I couldn't let him keep healing. I rushed in and attacked.

The man was a capable fighter, blocking my strikes and returning ones of his own. I managed to get Identify off while we battled.

Collin | Mimicrist | Level 13

So he could mimic attacks. That explained why he was so quick to counter my fighting style and why he could use that mirror ability. I let the man slap my staff away like I was running out of steam and he took the bait, slashing forward with his sword.

My shield took most of the blow as his sword cut across my torso. I latched onto his wrist and pulled him close as I activated Calcifying Strike. The man smashed my face with his forehead, causing my vision to go dizzy but I held onto his weapon arm with one hand. With my other hand, I changed my staff into the mace and smashed it across his face.

He screamed as all the active effects landed on his unprotected face. I kicked him away, causing him to stumble backward. He tried in vain to wipe the molten rock from his head. I released my shrink rune with both hands firmly on my staff as it shot forward, piercing through his throat.

The man kept activating his damn healing aura as I stacked more and more damage upon him. His face was a ruin and the calcification had steadily crept up his arm, unable to be healed by his ability. I lifted my staff over my head and slammed it down with all my strength. I heard the crunch of his skull as the man's body went rigid. Blood leaked from his ears as he collapsed to the road like a marionette with his strings cut.

I quickly checked on Fiona and Martin.

Fiona was still battling the Psion. He must have some way to blunt her attacks if she was having this much trouble. Martin now had twenty-five of the green imps attacking the large man with the mace.

The man just kept bellowing and slapping the things off of him. Each time he killed one, two more popped up. 'Well, that explains their numbers.'

I rushed to help Fiona.

'Stop!' the voice shouted in my head, causing me to freeze momentarily.

Fiona used the opportunity to strike out at the man again, fading back before he could retaliate. I slowly closed the distance as the man struggled to contend with both of us at once. Each time he froze me, Fiona attacked. As soon as he was forced to focus on her I got a few steps closer. I activated my Aura and the world turned red. I saw the man's eyes go wide and he tried to freeze me again but this time it failed and I Blink Stepped toward him, activating Flurry.

He was forced to defend himself as a telekinetic shield snapped up. Each blow of my staff slammed into the shield causing it to ring louder and louder. The man was bleeding from his nose as he held his hands out to keep the barrier active. 'Oh how quickly they forget,' I thought, as Fiona materialized in the space between his shield and the man's body. Her sword punched through his gut and into his heart. The man stumbled back, clutching at his chest before falling over dead.

I dropped my aura and quickly cast heals on myself. It was still odd to me that Fiona's weapons left no visible mark. I still recall the feeling of her sword cutting into me and the cold. I looked toward Martin to see how his imps were doing.

There was a literal mountain of them now, climbing and biting the giant of a man. His angry roars of protest were getting weaker as he slumped to his knees, the imps jumping all over him to get a piece for themselves. It was a slow agonizing process to watch but finally, the man fell to the ground. A few minutes later the mist cleared. Martin was still safe and unharmed in his dome. I did see a few scorch marks on the ground near him, from when the light mage had tried to attack him.

We looted what remained of the bodies, tossing the remains into the swamp before we headed back to town. Martin said the gators would enjoy a nice snack.

A bird that had been watching the entire fight flew off.

            

    
        Chapter 70: Appearances are deceiving

    
    
    
    
                Frederick released his hold on the dominated bird, opening his eyes. The mission had ended in complete disaster. The fog prevented him from seeing most of the fight but he saw enough to know that his homunculus had been killed. The magical construct had been a gift from his father, Baron Margood Duwalt. Of course, he had killed his father that same week and fled the country.

Replacing the homunculus would be pricy and difficult. You couldn't just find a custom-tailored one in the Bazaar. It had been an acceptable loss though, even if it had ended in death. Frederick wasn't surprised, the constructs could only mimic a few skills, which made them only as effective as a quarter of his actual level.

He would miss the homunculus, it had allowed him to stay far from danger, a lesson he had learned from his father. 'Why do something yourself if you can get someone else to do it for you.' Frederick took that lesson to heart.

The others had been killed but that was to be expected when engaging unknown enemies. The first three idiots were no loss, he could replace them. The other three had been loyal to him and he would feel that loss. He wasn't worried about what the 'Boss' would think. He had dominated the man early on and funneled all of the credits the group earned into his own pockets. It had allowed him to bankroll this whole expedition to the new human planet.

The cost had been horrendous but worth it. He had uncovered agents of the kingdom snooping around the bandit group's city. After extracting information from one of the agents he found out that they were looking for him and more were in or around the city. They knew of his skill set and would be able to counter it when they engaged him. That sparked his plan to leave.

Before he left, he destroyed the minds of the remaining bandits, leaving them capable of only drooling while taking anything of value. This should slow down the investigators. He could simply set up his new kingdom in the town that the Bazaar was located in but there was no telling who would come through the portals. He knew that there were people far stronger than him in the System planets. The small town he had spotted from the dominated bird would have been an ideal target as it was off the beaten path and already had a wall around it.

The problem with that was the three powerful individuals that had taken out his group. He couldn't scan them from the bird but if they had managed to take down twice their number along with his construct he needed to be wary.

The phantom could be an issue, they were notoriously hard to hit or even kill. This one appeared to be able to take physical form so it could be hit while in that form. It was obvious that the winged man was the leader. He could try and dominate the man but if he had overcome the abilities he gave the homunculus that could be a risky maneuver.

He decided to see if any locals were amenable to taking over a town. There were always a few that were not content with the status quo. He would also keep an eye on the three that had attacked his men.

***

The three of us returned to Arman, Martin waved his goodbye as he headed to report the situation to his sister. I didn't envy the man having to deal with that woman, even if it was his sister.

Fiona and I returned to the tattoo parlor, the half-elf was long gone, only a note and a stack of credits left to show he had ever been here.

I picked up the letter and read it.

I know I promised to stay but you can't possibly understand. I will not go back to those people, hopefully, these credits will help you forget you ever saw me.

The chip contained 2000 credits. I pocketed the money. Now, I could simply forget about the man and let him go on his merry way but I made a promise and I was sick of people lying to me.

It took Fiona and me an hour to find the trail, Belarius had climbed over a section of the wall that wasn't actively patrolled. The reason for that was the dense swampy area outside that section.

Bella grunted her displeasure at having to slog through the mud and water. She apparently had enough of that when she ran off during the banshee attack. The trail wasn't hard to find. The man had left a clear path through the floating vegetation and algae.

"I found him," Fiona said floating up to me.

I followed Fiona to where she found Belarius or what was left of him. The system-modified alligators had a field day with the body. The only thing that remained was one arm, firmly gripped on an exposed root and the upper part of his torso. His face was a mask of pain, frozen at the time of his death. I looked around to make sure there wasn't a gator lurking about.

"Fucking idiot, he should have just stayed in the village."

"Sounded like he was beyond afraid," Fiona replied.

"Well, if he had just trusted me to protect him he wouldn't be gator food right now. Let's head back before I join him."

Fiona nodded and we circled around to keep to the drier sections of the swamp, keeping our eyes peeled for any man-eating alligators.

We made it back to the main trail without encountering anything. Bella stopped to shake the muck from her legs and I soothed her. We rode quietly back to Arman.

I thought about what I said to Belarius before we left. I wasn't going to kill the man, probably. I would have likely just dragged the idiot back for his own good. This whole situation was fucked up.

We couldn't even be sure that others wouldn't show up looking for their lost acquaintances. 'It was a problem for tomorrow,' I thought, as we entered through the gate.

Two weeks went by quickly after the excitement with the outsiders.

I spent the time perfecting my tattooing, deciding to take a break from fighting. It had gone much faster now that I had a mana engine to power the electric tattoo device. Even though my artistry had increased to the point that I was confident in my skills, I still wasn't looking forward to my first tattoo. The reason for that was the location I wanted the tattoo.

I held the device in my hand as I stared at the mirror. I already had the design outlined around my eye. I had settled on a stylized version of the all-seeing eye that I tested many times before committing to this particular design. These runes were much more flexible in their interpretation than the Celtic runes or hieroglyphics. I chalked it up to the dozens of variations of the symbol.

I touched the sharp needle to the design and started the process. The pain was intense and I had to grit my teeth and take it slow with plenty of stops. The magical ink I was using would fade to match the color of whatever it was used on. It had been designed for clothing but I figured it would work well enough. While the color faded if you looked close enough you could see an outline, and when in use it glowed a faint blue.

I was about to touch the device to my face again as there was a loud pounding on the front door.

"Fuckin, hell!" I exclaimed, barely keeping my hand from jabbing the sharp needle into my eye.

I put the device down as I stomped towards the door, "This better be fucking good," I yelled loud enough for my visitor to hear. When I wrenched the door open, Martin was standing there.

"Martin, what the hell, did you not see the do not disturb sign? You almost made me poke my eye out."

"Sorry, I wouldn't disturb you if it wasn't important."

"Well, spit it out, I was kind of in the middle of something," I said, gesturing to my eye.

"Wha... no, I'll ask you about that later. This is about the visitors from a few weeks ago. I drove past the area on my patrol and decided to check and make sure the bodies were eaten. That's when I found this," he said, walking to the quad with something wrapped in a tarp.

It looked like a body, "Is it a body?"

"Yes, but that's not the strange part, there were a few other body parts that the gators hadn't finished off completely yet. They didn't touch this body, and there is no decay on the corpse. How is that possible for something that sat in a swamp for two weeks?"

I rubbed my temple, "I don't know, Martin, I'm not a coroner. Isn't there someone else you can take this to?"

"Nobody in town has the qualifications, I thought that with your enchanting and whatnot maybe you would take a look?"

I sighed, "Fine, bring it around back, there is a picnic table back there I don't use and the backyard is fenced in."

Martin nodded quickly before jumping back on the quad and driving around back.

"Any ideas?" I asked Fiona, who quietly watched the whole interaction.

"Nope."

"Thanks," I grumbled as I headed to the back yard to let Martin in.

I heard her giggle quietly and I just shook my head. I unlocked the gate and waited for Martin to circle the block. I heard him coming a minute later. He came through the gate with his package and I shut and locked it behind us.

"Alright, let's get this over with," I said, helping Martin unload the body from the quad and place it onto the table.

He unwrapped the body of the Psion. Now I wasn't an expert on decomposition but I expected a two-week-old corpse to show some signs of decay or bloating. The body looked like it was just sleeping, seeing as it had no wounds. Fiona's strikes leaving no physical damage to it.

"Huh," I said examining the body.

Other than being cold to the touch there was no sign of rigor mortis, not that I knew if a two-week-old corpse should have rigor mortis or not.

"Wait here, ill be right back."

I headed into the house to get a knife from the kitchen. I also grabbed a plastic apron from the tattoo parlor to keep blood off my clothes.

"Hope you don't get queasy," I said, handing Martin a hammer.

"Uhm, what's this for?"

"Well, we're going to have to crack this body open if we want to find out anything more. You may need the hammer to break the ribs, I don't have a saw."

"Oh," was all the response I got.

I shrugged, handing the man another apron. I took the sharp carving knife and cut a Y shape in the chest as I had seen on so many medical and cop dramas.

The first thing I noticed was the skin, it felt odd as I cut through it. After killing so many people you get a feel for the resistance of stabbing someone. This skin while it looked real felt like rubber.

Blood spilled out of the corpse, now I knew that wasn't normal for a dead body. The blood should have pooled and congealed. After the last of the blood emptied into the grass, I dived back into the corpse. That was where things got interesting.

Martin looked into the cavity, "what the heck!"

The body definitely wasn't human, or alive. The tiny mana hearts embedded into the pseudo organs were kind of a dead giveaway. It was easy to tell that the organs were built. Rings of what looked like mithril were wrapped in complex enchantments and attached to each organ. I ripped each out and set it next to the body.

There were a pair of lungs, heart, kidneys, liver, stomach, and even intestines. A thick web of what felt like spider silk but stronger held the organs in their proper place.

It took some finagling but we managed to get into the skull. The 'brain' was a distorted orb made in the shape of a human brain. It was made from pure mithril and had thousands of tiny enchantments placed on it.

"Well, I don't know what this thing is but it wasn't alive. I can tell you from the materials and craftsmanship that it was created by a master of the craft."

I tried running Identify on the body but got the same information from before. I tried it on the body parts to see if I got something different.

Homonculus Brain

"Identify says the body is who we fought but when I identified the brain it came back as a homunculus brain. Any clue?"

Fiona and Martin shook their heads. I had a vague idea what a homunculus was, from Earth stories but needed to verify it with someone more knowledgeable.

I stored the organs in my ring, along with the corpse.

"I'm going to have to go to the Bazaar again to get some answers. Fiona, you stay here with Martin. We can't guarantee that the man that this thing was designed to mimic isn't still out there."

"You sure it's a good idea to go alone?" Martin asked.

I smiled, "I'm not alone I'll have Bella."

            

    
        Chapter 71: Looking for answers

    
    
    
    
                After finishing my tattoo, I rode quickly to Biloxi, arriving late in the day. The activity in the streets was quieting down as people left to go home for the night. Still, it felt like I was being watched.

I glanced around, not seeing anyone watching me. The feeling lingered as I made my way to the Bazaar. I was about a block away when three men stepped out from an alley. Bella gave out a low hiss.

I turned my head, seeing the path behind me blocked by three more men.

"You see that boys? His pet threatened us."

I turned towards the man who was talking, recognizing the voice instantly. It was the same guard that had tried to break into my room.

All six started approaching me.

"You sure you want your ass beat again?" I said, looking at the guard.

He smiled cruelly, "you ain't got no friends or tricks to save you this time, boy."

Oh, how wrong he was. While I could probably take these six with little effort, I was here on a mission. I cast Shroud, immediately blanketing the area.

"Cover the road, don't let him sneak past," the angry guard yelled.

I stored Bella and used my wings to propel myself over the heads of the guards and towards the Bazaar. I would have to deal with them again after I left, there was no doubt of that. They had obviously known where I was heading.

I landed at a run, just past the edge of Shroud, and sprinted toward to Bazaar. Nothing else stopped me as I passed through the portal.

***

Frederick watched again as the winged man escaped from his new cronies. He hadn't expected them to be able to capture or injure the man. He only wanted information. After the spell dissipated the men returned to him.

"He's level fifteen sir, with a class called Mantra Enchanter," the lead guard said.

Frederick already knew this from searching the guard's mind when he first brought him on board. Imagine his surprise when the man had memories of the one individual he needed information on. This just proved that the man had not leveled since. He also now had the limits of at least one of the man's abilities, if not two.

"Wait for him to exit and attack him, post some men a few hundred feet away with ranged weapons."

"What about the loyal guards?"

"They won't bother us as long as you keep the destruction to a minimum. If it looks like the man is going to get serious, let him go. I know where he lives."

"And if we manage to kill him?"

A small smile formed on Frederick's face, he knew that wasn't likely to happen, not unless he involved himself personally. He wasn't ready for that, not yet at least.

"Then you can split his gear amongst yourselves."

The six men all smiled greedily at that. They had seen the man's impressive beast and armor. They also knew he had a storage ring.

***

I appeared on the portal platform in the Bazaar. 'I needed to find someone knowledgeable about enchanted items.'

It took me more time than I thought to find someone with knowledge about constructs. I approached the tent with a large table spread out in front of it. Wooden dolls sat on the table, legs kicking back and forth. The heads turned to watch me as I approached, giving me the creeps.

The grey-haired elven woman looked up from her work. She had been carving enchantments into a wooden orb.

"What can I help you with stranger?"

"I've been told you are the most knowledgeable person in the Bazaar about constructs," he said looking at the living dolls.

She smiled slightly, "it is a difficult profession but I like to believe I know a bit. Are you here to purchase?"

"Not exactly, I was looking for information."

"I'm sorry, child. I can't teach you about golemancy."

"Oh, no you misunderstand, I'm not here to learn about your profession. I came across something and would like to hear what you can tell me about it."

She quirked an eyebrow.

"Knowledge of any type isn't free. What do you have to offer, for my assistance?"

"I can always offer you credits but I think you might be more interested in what I have to show you."

This seemed to pique the woman's interest.

"Very well, come inside the tent and let me see what you wish to know about."

The wooden golems moved out of the way as I followed her inside. The tent contained a few benches and assorted tools. Unfinished works were hanging from a pole, like wet laundry left to dry.

"I'm going to need some space to place everything," I said, looking at the cluttered counters.

She clapped her hands and six of the golems entered the tent.

"Clean off that bench," she said, gesturing to one of the larger surfaces.

It didn't take the five of them long to remove everything from the table.

"Well, let's see what you brought."

I waved my hand over the table, depositing the body and all the organs I had removed.

I heard the woman gasp in shock as she rushed over to examine the 'corpse'.

She ran her hand along the skin and into the open cavity. She put a blood-covered hand to her tongue to taste the fluid. I nearly gagged at that, causing the woman to look up.

"Sorry, I got so excited I forgot you were here. Where did you come across a marvel like this?"

"It attacked me and a few of my friends. We didn't realize it wasn't human until weeks later."

"Yes, that would be an easy mistake to make. It has been decades since I've seen a homunculus of this quality."

"Can you tell me about homunculi and how they differ from your work?"

She laughed at that. "My work is a far cry from this, even if I was a master of golemancy they would never be lifelike. Homunculi are in essence body doubles. Royalty uses them for the most part. They aren't as powerful as the person they are templated from, nor can they utilize more than a few abilities."

"Why would they be used then?"

"That's easy, they are used to protect the original. Since the homunculi have all of the memories of the original they can be used in dangerous situations without having to worry about an important figure being attacked. Some worlds have banned their creation, calling them unnatural. This is why they are so rare these days. The few experts still alive work in seclusion and with only a select group. To think I get to study their work..." she said, trailing off.

I looked at the body and organs, mana hearts missing from the sockets. I had decided before leaving to pry the gems out and keep them for myself. It damaged the items a bit but I was fine with that.

"So, you're saying the person this thing was based on is still alive?"

"Without a doubt, the homunculus is linked to them. If the original dies, the copy can no longer function. It also cannot function across worlds, so they would have to be on the same planet."

I was afraid she was going to say that. That meant a high leveled mind controller now resided on Earth. I could only think of one possible location for that person to be and that was right outside the portal, in Biloxi.

"Thank you, your information has been helpful. I can trade you the body along with the organs for the assistance along with four of your constructs." Who knows they might come in handy.

"Deal," she said without hesitation.

She explained how they worked and gave me the four control rings.

Now, I needed to figure out a way to leave the Bazaar without dealing with those idiots outside. After visiting another merchant I picked up a single-use invisibility ring. It would only last five minutes but that should be plenty for me to avoid the guards and the Psion. While it cost me five hundred credits I deemed it an acceptable expense.

As for the Psion, I wasn't familiar enough with the man's abilities and didn't trust that he wouldn't involve himself while I was in the middle of battle.

I knew the man could freeze me in place, even if only temporarily. This could be deadly if I was mid-fight. I also knew the man was cautious and clever. If it wasn't for Martin finding the homunculus we may never have been aware that the man was still alive until he descended on Arman.

He would have to be dealt with sooner rather than later. A dangerous individual like that shouldn't be left to run free. I realized how asinine that sounded coming from me, considering I was a dangerous individual as well.

I readied myself, heading toward the exit. I saw two individuals I recognized. They vanished through the portal just before I would step through. I activated the ring, Blink Step, and just before stepping through, my Wings.

As soon as the light flashed I pumped my wings. I felt something scrape against my foot as I rose into the air. When I looked down I saw that a group of four had thrown a net to try and capture me. Two arrows bounced off my shield as others further back were firing on me. They either had a skill or item capable of seeing through my cheap enchantment.

I twisted to avoid another volley, pulling my staff from my ring. I added lightning and water to my staff and cast out a Stunning Gust. The crescent of electrified water slammed into one of the archers, causing him to spasm uncontrollably. I dodged the last archer, landing on the roof of a building as my wings ended.

I recast the wings and flew across rooftops, avoiding the idiots below. I could still feel eyes on me, it had to be the Psion. I wondered if he was the one pushing these attacks? Working from the shadows seemed like it fit this guy.

I finally felt the sensation of being watched slip away as I passed the edge of the town. I guess the Psion didn't want to follow me any farther. Somehow I doubted he could only keep an eye on me from this distance.

I realized he must have been watching the battle with his men and the homunculus. How else would he know who I was or when to watch for me entering the town. That meant he probably knew about Fiona and Martin as well. I would have to warn them.

***

Frederick watched as the man fled the town. It was as he predicted, his men weren't enough to capture the man. He had learned what he wanted though as the man demonstrated new skills in his escape. He cataloged each one for further study.

He would love to wait and tease out the man's every trick but time was pressing. Already he saw more and more offworlders coming through the Bazaar. He had his men dealing with most of them. But that was risky, eventually, someone much stronger would come through and he would be forced to flee.

Already a few had escaped his attempts to capture or kill them. They were beginning to make trouble for him and he may be forced to accelerate his timetable, instead of his usual methodical approach.

***

I returned to Arman as fast as possible, Bella was panting heavily from the long run. I rubbed her neck reassuringly, tossing her some meat. I left her to meander the backyard while I talked with Fiona and Martin.

"We have a problem," I stated, walking into the parlor.

Both of them looked towards me.

"The body we found was a doppelganger, the real Psion is still alive and most likely in Biloxi."

"Are you sure?" Fiona asked.

"Yea, pretty sure. I found someone that explained how the homunculi work. They are used as body doubles for the rich and powerful. I also felt someone watching me in Biloxi, not to mention the six that knew I was arriving and attacked me."

"Shit, are you ok?" Martin asked.

"Yeah, although I am pretty sure he was watching remotely during our fight."

"So, you're saying he knows about Martin and me?" Fiona asked.

I nodded.

"So, what do we do?" Martin asked in concern.

"I'm not sure I could take this guy in a heads up fight but I don't think this man is going to offer that as an option. Drawing him out would be the best option for us but I'm not sure how to accomplish that."

"Perhaps I can track those men's movements?" Fiona offered.

"That is an option but you need to be careful, if he knows about you, he may have a counter."

"I'll keep my distance but we still need information on these people."

I was loath to let Fiona do this on her own but I didn't see any other options. Martin's sister wasn't going to give us resources for something she said was our problem.

"Alright, you remember that guard that nearly assaulted me the first time we went to Biloxi?"

"Yea, big nose, beady eyes," Fiona replied.

"Yep, that's the one. Find him and those he associates with, that should be a good place to start. Some of the people with him could see me while I was using an invisibility charm but I think that has more to do with the poor quality of the charm than an ability to see through invisibility."

The three of us finished planning for what we could. I didn't expect the man to leave until he got what he wanted, which was Belarius. Now that he was dead we had no options but to find and eliminate this problem.

            

    
        Chapter 72: Anticipated meeting

    
    
    
    
                Fiona floated through Biloxi, invisible to everyone. She remembered the guard's face and she was searching for him. It was more difficult than she realized to find one guard in this large city. After randomly searching around the Bazaar and near the outskirts of the city, she came up empty.

She was also keeping an eye out for anything odd, too bad she found most of what the humans of Paul's world did, odd.

She needed a different approach, her current one wasn't panning out. She decided to head back toward the city entrance. Eventually, she found what she was looking for. She followed the group of guards, throughout their entire patrol. It seemed at least one of them was aware something was following them as they kept scanning the area nervously. She felt bad for the man, it wasn't her goal to frighten them.

She pulled farther back as to not trigger whatever ability the man was using. It was a long six hours, following the group of guards around before they returned to a building with groups of guards coming and going. This is exactly what she had been looking for. She found a dark alley where she could watch people coming and going. She was taking Paul's warning to heart.

It was another full day of waiting in the dark alley before she spotted her target. It was a good thing she was undead, unending patience kind of came with the package.

The man was with two others. After making sure nobody noticed her, she followed them. She watched as the men entered a large single-story building. Paul had told her about these, apparently, it was a strip mall.

Other men were guarding the building in the front. She kept her distance but floated past. She wanted to see if anyone spotted her while she was invisible. Nobody looked in her direction, still, she didn't enter in through the front. Fiona circled the building, making note of more guards. Nobody glanced her way so she figured she was safe to try and see what was inside the building.

She approached a wall that had no entrance on it and floated through.

***

Frederick was discussing plans with a few of the men he had wooed toward his side when a glow caught his eye. He raised his hand and smiled at the ring he had purchased.

"It appears that our guest of honor has arrived. Go outside and tell the men to activate the enchantment."

"Right away, sir," the man replied with a curt nod.

Frederick waited in the office until a flash of light passed through the building. The enchantment had cost him plenty but it was worth it. It prevented anything from passing through the walls, be that ghosts or people with phasing abilities.

Frederick stood up and straightened his clothing. It wouldn't do to greet his guest looking like a slob.

***

Fiona knew she had screwed up as soon as the light flashed through the building. Well, more like when she tried to phase through another wall only to be stopped dead. She needed to take physical form to exit the small room she had found herself in.

Now she had a problem. She could try and wait out the enchantment or try to escape through one of the entrances. Since she didn't know how they powered the enchantment waiting wasn't an option. She knew that enchantments could last hours or months depending on what powered them. She didn't like those odds.

***

Frederick waited by the main entrance, the other entrances had been sealed shut. It was only a few minutes later when a ghostly form opened a door and stepped into the entryway.

Frederick cleared his throat and smiled. "Greetings lady, may I inquire as to why you came for a visit?"

At first, the ghostly woman didn't reply, looking at him then at the other men standing near him.

"Release me," she said, a pale white sword flaring into existence in her hand.

"I'm afraid I can't do that. You see you and your friends have something that belongs to me. Plus I have taken a liking to your quaint little village." he said, walking toward the woman.

His men remained motionless by the doors.

"Then I have no choice but to kill you and escape on my own."

Frederick felt a flare of excitement. It had been far too long since he had been in any sort of real danger. The ghost woman rushed at him, fading from view. He smiled and quietly activated the other trinket he had purchased.

He felt a chill pierce his back or start to, this was followed by the woman screaming as her soul was sucked into the soul trap. The little clear gem now contained a swirling grey mist. He let out a small sigh or relief, the spirit would have been the biggest issue but now that problem was resolved. Frederick pulled it up toward his eye. "One down, two to go," he said with a wicked smile.

***

I was pacing back and forth worriedly. Fiona was still not back, it had been over a week. Something must have gone wrong but there was no way to tell what or even where. The only thing we could do now was to wait. The enemy would make his move eventually, I only hoped that Fiona was still alive.

I wanted to ride Bella straight to Biloxi to deal with this Psion but I knew doing something like that would be a death sentence. I cursed myself for letting Fiona talk me into letting her go. The waiting was killing me. Martin had come by each day asking if Fiona had returned. I wasn't sure who was more concerned about her, him or me.

To keep my mind off of the problem I tried to practice my rune crafting and tattooing. It didn't help. My thoughts kept returning to Fiona. I gave up on trying to distract myself and decided to spend my days watching the entrance that they were likely to take when they showed up.

People in town could tell I was on edge. They would whisper as I passed, when I looked their way they would avert their gazes or stop talking. I would like to say it didn't bother me but it did. After all the help I had given the town nobody had stepped up to assist, other than Martin.

I know that it was mainly due to Constable Jenning's influence. But still, her brother was man enough to step up and help. I couldn't help thinking that this was why the town had been taken over by the cartels prior to the System in the first place. Their attitude that anything beyond the city wasn't a concern was idiotic. The world had changed, keeping to themselves would not keep trouble from coming to them.

Speaking of trouble, I saw one of the town's scouts coming back on a quad. Martin had trained up a couple of new individuals to replace the void left by Joshua and Clem's deaths. I waved the man down before he drove off to report to the Constable. He was forced to slam on his brakes, skidding to a stop or he would have hit me.

"Geez, Paul, I could have injured you."

I snorted at that, "Why are you in such a hurry?"

"Oh... um, I should probably report to the Constable first," He said, looking nervous.

I rolled my eyes. "Look, I won't tell her if you don't."

He deliberated for a few seconds before finally sighing. "Fine, I spotted a large group of people heading this way. They are a few hours out."

I nodded to the man, stepping aside to let him continue. 'So, he's finally making his move.'

I needed to find Martin, while I didn't think one man was going to make a difference, he would never forgive me if I didn't.

It wasn't hard to find Martin, he had stuck close to town, knowing the attack was going to come eventually.

"It's time?" he asked.

"Yeah, one of your new scouts saw a large group heading our way."

"Shit, any idea how many?"

"No, but probably more than we can handle," I added, truthfully.

"You think their leader will show?"

"I would bet on it."

I could see the man was struggling with something.

"Look, Paul... I don't want to throw my life away in a fight we can't win."

"I understand, don't worry. If it comes down to it I'll fight them myself. It was my fault they came here, it's only right that I deal with it."

The man looked ashamed for even having to bring this topic up. I set my hand on his shoulder and gave him a reassuring squeeze.

"Let's go meet our new acquaintances."

Martin nodded and we started walking towards the outer wall entrance.

            

    
        Chapter 73: Confrontation

    
    
    
    
                Frederick hissed in annoyance, the situation in the town called Biluxi had shifted rapidly. A large group of enchantment guild members had stepped out from the portal. Before Frederick could stop his men one group had attacked the envoy. That had not ended well for the local group. He had been forced to gather up his men and evacuate the town as quickly as possible. The guilds were far worse than the kingdom when it came to protecting their assets.

That left him with a problem. He could try and find a temporary place to hold up until he was sure he knew all of this Paul's skills or just attack. Having forty remaining men he decided on the latter.

***

I stood at the top of the wall, watching the large group of men approach in the distance. A few of the town guards left to report to Constable Jenning. The secret was out and worried townsfolk had gathered. Some had weapons but most did not. It was like they thought it was a normal day from before the System.

I could only shake my head in frustration. I knew from what Martin told me that most of the people that had helped oust the cartels were now dead. The Banshee had gone after people with higher levels first. Few of them had been able to get to safety in time. Honestly, the town was in desperate need of defenders.

"Paul!" he heard the Constable yell shrilly.

He turned to see the woman stomping toward him and sighed, not bothering to hide his irritation. "What can I help you with Jenning?"

"Wha-," she started to say, her face turning an unhealthy shade of red, "you know what." She pointed angrily toward the hostile force approaching. "This is your problem, get out there and deal with it, or don't bother coming back."

I snorted, I couldn't help it. It only made her angrier and I could see the vein pulse angrily on her head. She reached for her sword and my face became a mask of rage.

"Pull that weapon and I will not hold back... I put up with your bullshit because I admire your brother."

"Come on you two, do we need to do this now," Martin added.

"Yes, Martin, it does. Your sister has a stick so far up her ass that she can't see the truth of the situation. If I have to beat it into her I will."

I never took my eyes off his sister, watching her take a step back. Despite her unadulterated hatred for outsiders, she wasn't stupid.

"Now... you have a choice here Sally," I said flatly, dropping her title, "You can hide behind your wall and hope that they leave once they finish with me or you can gather the townsfolk and assist."

That was apparently the wrong thing to say. The woman ground her teeth.

"No... you can deal with your own problem. Either way, my problem will go away."

The woman turned and stormed off, ordering nobody to attack the outsiders.

I turned to Martin, "Sorry I put you in that situation."

"Nah man, I'm sorry. I thought she would get better, but she is only getting more stubborn since she became the Constable. I may leave, assuming we survive the fight."

"I know you want to help me but you should remain here to protect the civilians."

I had to hold my hand up to stop his argument. "One more person isn't going to make a difference. Plus, if I know the city has you defending it I have one less thing to worry about."

I got him to reluctantly agree. I hadn't lied to him, one man no matter how strong wouldn't help against forty armed men. I sighed and jumped from the wall, using my wings to slow my descent.

"Show off," I heard Martin call.

I started walking toward the group. They had stopped well clear of the city, waiting. I took my time, letting my skill recharge. I swept my gaze across each man. I was still too far away to use Identify on them but that was fine. I saw more than a few swords, axes, and maces. A few even had shields or spears.

I saw the man I was looking for in the back center, of course. He was surrounded by four individuals, one I recognized.

"That's far enough," the man in the center said.

I stopped, not because he asked but because I needed another minute to finish recharging my skill.

"I must admit, I didn't expect you to come out here."

The Psion glanced about as if looking for the others that should be with me.

"Hmm, it seems that you're friends have abandoned you. How about you just return my property and join me. I could use another capable man like you."

"I don't work with people that treat others like property."

"I thought as much from your previous actions. It's a pity and a waste."

"Where is my other friend?" I asked.

"Your little ghost girl, she's here but she won't be an issue."

"If you harmed her..."

"Oh please, spare me your threats. I didn't harm your precious friend, I only trapped her. Not that it will do you any good to know," he said, holding up a little gem and giving it a shake.

"Release her."

The man laughed, "and why would I do that? As fun as bantering with you is, I have business to complete. Bow!"

With that last word, I felt my mind go numb. It felt like a ton of weight had been stacked on my thoughts. The effect was significantly more pronounced than it had been against the doppelganger. I struggled against the man's mental manipulations but I could barely function.

"It would be so much easier if you just submit."

I felt the words pound against my will, I grit my teeth and took a step forward. I could hear the man tsk and send some of his men over to deal with me.

With the man imposing his mental powers on me I could barely function. Blood was dripping from my palms as I dug my fingernails into them to try and resist.

I collapsed to my knees as three sets of feet entered my vision.

"Well, well, well... I'm going to enjoy this immensely," the familiar voice of the guard said as he booted me in the chest.

My shield flared, catching the man off-guard. I couldn't respond as my teeth were clenched tight, trying to resist the mental pressure. This left most of my spells unavailable as I couldn't even silently mouth the words.

"Hooo boy, that's some fancy armor. I think I'll ask the boss for it after you're dead."

The other three laughed and I could hear other laughs as the rest of the enemy formed a circle to watch my beating.

"Submit and your pain will end," the Psion said, a fresh wave of pressure pressed down on my conscience.

If the man knew what I had gone through he would have simply killed me instead of trying to force me to join him. I would rather die than be a slave ever again.

The four men kicking me figured out the trick to my shield and started kicking me below the armor and in the head. I endured, blood dripping from my nose.

This had not been my first choice of a plan, my first plan had been to use my AOD shield and go to town on the Psion's men. But I figured that he would be able to bypass the shield with his mind powers. I also wasn't so sure I trusted my safety to the spell anymore. It had been broken or bypassed more than once. That left the only other option I could think of, while not a skill I initially wanted, it might prove to be my most useful skill in this situation.

As another kick came in, aimed at my family jewels, my vision went red. I felt the skill activate, a pulse of rage shot out, hitting all forty-one people near me. Time seemed to stop and the mental pressure that had felt like a mountain, now only felt like a tiny buzz in the back of my skull.

I rose slowly to my feet and looked around. Everything was frozen as if time had stopped. No, that wasn't true I realized, everything had just slowed to a crawl. I flicked my eyes over my stats.

Paul Fuller | Mantra Enchanter | Level 15 

Strength: 13(+43) modifier x16 

Endurance: 18(+41) modifier x34 

Agility: 15(+43) modifier x16 

Perception: 16(41) modifier x16 

Intelligence: 20(+41) modifier x34 

Wisdom: 14(+41) modifier x16 

Charisma: 11(+41) modifier x16 

Luck: 14(+41) modifier x16 

HP: 612(2207) 

Mana: 680(2074) 

Mana Regen(M): 224(880)

I stared numbly at the stats, I guess I had figured there was a limit to what the aura could add. I guess I was wrong. It wasn't all great news, I felt awkward in the body and my head was starting to hurt from the strain of such a large boost.

I turned my head, seeing the guard who had tried to break into my room, he was still in mid-kick. I casually backhanded him across the face. His head jerked violently to the side as his body corkscrewed through the air and vanished deep into the swamp, dropping one bonus point from my stats.

I didn't waste any more time pondering my abilities. I pulled out my staff and fixed my gaze on the ringleader.

***

Frederick felt the wave of anger pass over him. He knew it was an ill omen, only once before had he felt an aura similar to it, and that had come from his father. By the time he realized this, the man was already on his feet, his second in command was dead and the man had turned to face him, weapon in hand and glowing with a crackling blue-white of lightning.

Frederick only had time to engage his telekinetic shield as a massive blow landed across the top. All of his psychic power went into maintaining the defense, he would have to rely on his men to subdue this lunatic.

***

I could hear nothing, blood dripped from my mouth as I gave a manic smile. My blow had caused a shockwave, leaving a vacuum in its wake. The air was sucked back in as the zone collapsed with me at the center. My Area of Denial shield prevented any harm, it was more than I could say for the enemy's men. They had all been laid out flat by the wave of displaced air. Three had died and I felt my stats slip some more.

The small decline in my ability actually helped. While it still felt like my body would explode at any moment, it didn't quite feel as imminent. I was surprised that the Psion's shield held. As I looked him in the eyes, I could see only fear. Blood now dripped from his nose as I pressed down. Cracks began to form as he struggled to hold the shield in place.

"I offered you a choice," I said through gritted teeth, "this is what you chose," I added with finality.

A few of his men tried attacking me, their attacks were ineffective against my barrier.

***

Frederick fought against the inevitable, watching his men struggle feebly against this monster of a man.

'This shouldn't be possible,' his mind feebly protested. This man had far too many powerful skills for his level. He had planned so carefully, recruited more than enough men to kill three people and capture a town. Had he not been forced to accelerate his plan perhaps he would have learned about this ability and planned around it. But still, just what kind of monsters did this planet birth?

Just as he was contemplating his inevitable defeat the man just disappeared. Frederick looked around frantically while gulping down a healing potion and a mana potion.

***

I lept into the air, using all of the enhanced strength and speed afforded to me by my rage spell. I flew so fast that I left the zone of the spell. A timer started ticking down, telling me the effects would wear off after ten seconds. That was plenty of time. I rose to well over a thousand feet, then I turned, activating Blink Step. My already tortured body groaned in protest, I felt ligaments and muscles snap under the strain as I hurtled toward the group of confused men, the wind compressed against my barrier as I streaked toward the ground. I healed the damage, smashing into the Psion just as he looked up in abject horror.

***

Martin had to avert his eyes as a lightning bolt of pure white smashed into the ground, sending bolts tearing across all of the gathered men. When his vision finally returned, he spotted Paul standing there, looking down on one lone survivor.

***

I'll be honest, I thought the attack would have instantly killed the leader, it had been enough to reduce his henchmen into scorched carbon. But he had somehow survived. Well, survival was relative. Half his body had been badly burned by my lightning, the other half was driven into the ground by the force of my attack. Already I could feel my enhanced strength leaving me as everyone that had given the boost had died. I used the toe of my boot to push the man over. He groaned in protest but he had given his all to save himself.

Before my strength left me and I suffered the consequences of my enhanced skills, I stabbed the man in the chest. Lightning coursed through his body as smoke poured out of his mouth.

I reached over and removed the little swirling grey gem from the man's wrist.

"Welcome back Fiona, don't worry, I'll figure out how to get you out," I said, turning toward the village.

I managed two steps before my body gave out and I collapsed to the ground. A smile spread across my lips as my consciousness faded, but not before I saw a message.

You have reached level 16, modifiers increased by 1, 2 free skill slots available

I woke up six hours later, my body was a mess.

At least Martin had been nice enough to bring me to my home and place me in the bed. It felt like every bone in my body was shattered, I realized that could very well be the case. I couldn't move my jaw or form coherent words, so healing myself was not an option. I had healing injectors in my ring but it wasn't on my hand. In fact, I wasn't wearing any clothing other than my boxers.

I tried turning my head but the pain was so intense I stopped.

I heard a rustle from the side, "Oh thank heavens you're awake. Try not to move man, your body is in rough shape."

I tried to mumble out the words for 'healing potion' to Martin.

"Sorry man, we tried using a healing potion, more than one in fact. But you're already at full health according to the system."

I groaned at this news, would I be a cripple the rest of my life?

"Relax, Paul, despite how bad it looks, your body is in much better shape than it was six hours ago. I think you just need some rest and time. How much, I'm not sure. I'm not even sure what you did to cause this damage. Don't worry about my sister either. She watched your little display and she realizes that antagonizing you would be a very bad thing. Don't expect her to be all warm and fuzzy though," he said with a chuckle.

"Anyway, the town can't thank you enough, that's two times you saved us, despite the hostility. I also recovered all of the dead men's gear, it's piled up in another room. Oh... and this," he said, bringing Fiona's cage close enough for me to see.

"I'm going to take it to the Bazaar and see if we can free her. While I'm gone a few of my new recruits will take care of you and keep my idiot sister away. Not that I expect her to try anything but best not to tempt fate. I'll be back in a few days, get better, man," he added, giving me a light shoulder tap, that unfortunately felt more like being punched by a professional boxer.

I sucked down the pained grunt until he left the room. After the door closed the pain and emotions I had bottled up for the past five months, boiled out. Unbidden tears slid down the sides of my face and into the pillow. Once the emotional dam, that I had set up during my stint as a slave broke, there was no stopping it. Even when Fiona had returned, during my time in the desert, I had been able to quash those emotions. At the time it was a reflex more than anything.

I let the tears fall, it felt good to finally feel something deeper than the shallow emotions I had been falling back on.

With nothing but time on my hands the dark thoughts came. I knew I failed my friends again. What did it matter if I saved some town in the middle of nowhere? I couldn't care less for the people of this town, Martin excluded. Perhaps if they had helped or even lifted a finger. No, even then, they were weak and pathetic, content to live out their lives with the bare minimum of effort. Perhaps before I had become a slave I would have thought differently but no more.

With the System, everyone was given a choice. I had seen too many choose the path of least resistance, looking for someone else to save or protect them. I know part of the town blamed me for their troubles. I also know that Sally fueled these feelings. She was the weakest one of all, despite her higher level. She could have turned this town into something great but instead, she squandered the opportunity, in exchange for perceived personal power.

I wouldn't even fault her for that except she squandered that as well, content to play her petty games of power and push everyone away while she was at it.

I had helped the people of this town as far as I was willing to, going as far as to give them enchanted weapons and locations to dungeons. Only a handful had accepted the offer and most of those had decided to move on from the town after.

I think once Fiona was free again it was time to leave Arman for greener pastures.

Martin was a good man and I knew he would go above and beyond to try and find a way to get Fiona free. But if he couldn't find a way to free Fiona... I'm not sure what I would do. I already failed her once I don't think I could stomach it a second time.

I needed to become stronger, make it so others would fear even thinking of harming those I cared for. First, I needed to get to level twenty and breakthrough this barrier to my ability points.

            

    
        Chapter 74: An old enemy

    
    
    
    
                Michael dismounted his horse as it came to a stop. The trip from New York to Chicago had taken over a month. The horses were mostly spent, as were his team.

Their first stop had been two days prior, at the forward relay station, or what was left of it. There were obvious signs of a large fight that took place, in and around the communication tower. Whoever had attacked had taken any bodies that had been left behind by their people. The corpses of the Black Dragon sect members had been left to rot.

Michael knew it had been people that had attacked the building. There were clear signs of weapon damage to the bodies. The rest he was able to determine through a skill of his called recall. It allowed him to sort of render a hazy image of what the deceased saw in the last hour of their life.

The skill wasn't perfect, each passing day left the image slightly worse off. After a month he could only tell that the attackers had been human, details like faces were a blur. It was a good thing they brought a long-range communicator with them.

He had relayed the information to New York, then they had moved on to see what remained of the Chicago headquarters.

It was worse than he had expected. The gate they entered through had been torn from its hinges and lay on the street outside. Old dried blood was splattered across the entry. When he checked the decaying bodies he found that they were attacked from inside.

He got his first break when one of the bodies turned out to be a dead slave.

"Learn anything?" Grant asked.

Michael stood, dusting his hands off. The others were here to defend him while he did the investigation. Grant wouldn't have interrupted him unless he felt uneasy about being here.

"Yes, let's move on."

Grant nodded, motioning for the others.

The group of six moved further into the abandoned area that had once belonged to the Black Dragon.

It didn't take them long until they came across the remains of a battle. Michael checked his map, verifying that it was the correct building. It was. He surveyed the remains of the building. Someone had used powerful explosives to collapse the building, the rubble covered the entire street. It had also damaged nearby buildings.

"Let's move on, I can't do anything at this site."

The next stop was... odd. That was the only way he could describe the scene at first glance. One corpse, missing an arm, lay well away from the others. The rest of the corpses were scattered about as if they were fighting their own target. Then there were two women, one whose face was splattered against a building, the other with the throat torn out.

As he used his skill a clearer picture began to appear of what transpired. It was clear that a single man had killed everyone but the two women. Those were killed by Obidiah, who he learned was the one-armed corpse.

The team had one more stop to make. They entered the building that had been the seat of power for the Black Dragon. The team cleared each floor as they went up.

It was clear to Michael that nobody had been on the upper floors recently. That wasn't true of the lower floor or basement. Dusty footprints littered the entry and all of the mana engines and mana hearts had been taken.

What they found on the penthouse floor was no surprise, at least not after what he had seen so far. Their leader's brother lay rotting in his bed, his throat sporting a jagged slice across it. Michael wrinkled his nose at the smell of rot that filled the room. He had become mostly desensitized to it over his life as a police detective. The body of Harold Cotton was still hooked up to medical equipment. Michael checked the bag, noting that it was a sedative.

"Probably used to keep him under until his legs healed," Michael mumbled quietly.

"Sir?"

"Nothing, just thinking out loud, your men find anything of interest?"

"Someone was watching us outside but they didn't follow us inside."

"Alright, leave one man with me and go take care of our guests. If possible bring one back for questioning."

Grant motioned to the others and in less than ten seconds four men disappeared from view. Michael had faith that they would succeed, these men had been military specialists even before the System. All either hired after they finished their duty or recruited for private wetwork.

It was less than twenty minutes before he heard them coming up the stairs. The man left with him didn't take any chances, covering the entrance with a glowing shield while pulling a crackling sword from his sheath.

There were three knocks followed by two, then four. He dropped the shield but kept the sword out until he saw who it was. Grant walked in followed by two men dragging an unconscious third man.

"Put him in the magical restraints and wake him up."

The man was tied securely to a sturdy chair and magic nullifying cuffs were placed on his hands.

Grant stepped back and slapped the unconscious man across the face, jolting him awake. The man struggled for a few minutes before he gave up.

"Now that you have calmed down, Destin, why were you following us?"

"Bite me!"

Grant cracked the kid across the face with a straight punch.

The kid groaned as blood leaked from his split lip.

Michael sighed, "perhaps you can tell me what happened here," he said, gesturing to the room with the corpse, "or what happened outside?"

The man responded by trying to spit blood at him but missed.

"Take a finger."

Michael wiped the stray blood from his hands. The kid had been a tough nut, it had taken nine fingers to get him to talk. Now he had a name to go with the mysterious individual that killed Obidiah, Harold, and the others.

The kid had said he had belonged to the Stygian Order but they had left him behind to keep an eye out but nobody ever returned. The kid wasn't sure where they had gone, only that they had gone through a portal.

That was all Michael needed to know. It was the same group that had been hampering their progress in New York. At the time they left on this assignment it wasn't determined what that group's objective was, other than hindering them. The only clear thing was that every member of the Order had some ability to hide. It hadn't saved the Order's members in New York, and perhaps that was why they came after the Chicago HQ.

"Sir, we also found this as we chased the kid," Grant said, pulling the remains of a mangled arm from his storage ring.

"Obidiah's?" he asked.

"I believe so, it still has the receiver ring attached."

"Hmm, then maybe the girl is still alive."

Michael pulled the ring from the rotting hand and put it on. In his mind, he could feel the other ring's location.

"The other ring is somewhere far to the south, It must be outside the pinpoint range because I don't get any specifics."

"Will we track it down?"

"Perhaps, our orders, for now, are to remain in the area and wait for the boss."

***

It took me over a week to recover from my injuries. Mostly because I had to test something and reinjured myself again. At least now I knew I wouldn't be able to use my aura for the immediate future, even a single extra point made my body feel like it was on fire.

Martin was still gone, I mean he did come back, and then he left again. Turns out it wasn't easy to find the specific vendor that could undo the charm that trapped Fiona. There was one in the Bazaar but they weren't always there. So he had to go back and check.

I told him to just stay in the city until he located the man, I could cover his absence in a few days when my body fully healed. I gotta say, not being an invalid or bedridden is nice. Nobody likes getting their ass wiped by a stranger or pissing into a bedpan. I imagine the people helping me with these tasks were probably just as happy if not more.

I stood up and stretched my weak muscles. It wasn't like my stats decreased due to my injuries but whatever I did, the system couldn't completely take away the pain. It did ease with each passing day and soon I would be back to a hundred percent. I held off on looking at my new level or possible skills for now. I wanted to be whole and healthy before I made a choice.

In the meantime, I hobbled around my house and worked on improving my tattooing and rune crafting in general. I managed to talk one of the new patrol guards into bringing me an animal corpse. It didn't matter what kind, I just needed something to experiment with. The man reluctantly agreed after I told him I would offer him one free rune crafted item.

The man had jumped at the opportunity and managed to bag me a cat-sized rodent of some sort and the biggest iguana I had ever seen. The damn thing was six feet long.

In the man's own words. "Somabitch spit acid at me figured it needed ta die."

I could understand the man's sentiment, I hated acid wielding enemies. Now you may ask what I needed some corpses for, well... let's just say experimentation. Let me expand on that further, I needed to figure out a way to strengthen my body to prevent the situation I was in from occurring again. That meant I needed to make my bones stronger, my muscles more resistant, and my organs better able to cope with a massive change.

I honestly didn't know if I could accomplish this, hence the experimentation. I thanked the man as both corpses disappeared into my ring. I would wait until he left before starting my ghoulish work.

I started with the rodent. My tests weren't scientific but it was the best I could do. I placed one of the legs out at an angle and put increasing pressure on it until the bone inside snapped. I needed to remember how much force I applied to see if my runes changed it any.

To remove any other variables from the test I removed the other front leg and striped the bone clean. I thought it would be simple, stick some strengthening runes on it and voilà. To a point it did work. The bone was tougher to break, but it somehow made it shatter instead of just cleanly breaking.

My next test wasn't any more successful. I had to rethink my runes, or the order I was using them in. I would need to start testing on other bones as well, so long as it had a twin that I could use as a control, it would be fine.

It took ten more tries before I came up with a combination of runes that worked to both strengthen the bone and not make it too brittle. The only thing was I wasn't going to be cutting myself open and carving runes into my bones. But at least I had a starting point.

I would need to get some more corpses to test on, this would take time.

Another week went by as I received a few more corpses. Martin still hadn't returned and I was starting to get antsy. I was well enough now to not hobble around but an extended trip to Biloxi was still out of the question. I did a few jobs for the locals, enhancing weapons and armor per their request. I only did this to keep up with paying for the house. The minute I missed a payment I knew Constable Jenning would kick me out. I wasn't about to give her the satisfaction. Plus each time I enhanced others, it slowly eroded her control over the town, so, win, win in my book.

Unfortunately, my continued tests hit a roadblock when I tried tattooing the same runes I used to enhance bone, onto the skin. It only made the skin tougher. While not a bad thing it wasn't the effect I had been going for. I knew now that my first approach of bypassing any variables had been a mistake.

I had to step back and reassess my process and the runes I was going to use. I came up with a few combinations that might work and I set to tattooing the runes, along with the design onto the skin.

When the body exploded, splattering me with blood and guts, I figured I did something wrong. I spent the rest of the day cleaning up the downstairs studio. Of course, Martin picked that moment to finally show up.

"Holy heck, what happened in here?"

I looked up from my cleaning. "You're back! This... just an experiment that went wrong. Did you speak to the person that can help Fiona?" I asked, looking around and expecting her to appear.

"Well... good news and bad news. The good news is... he said all we have to do is break the item and she will be released."

"And the bad news?"

"I tried everything I could to break the thing, and couldn't put a scratch on it. According to the man it was made by a master craftsman out of a mithril-infused mana heart if that makes any sense."

"Fuck!" I stated.

"So you know what that is?" he asked hopefully.

"Not exactly, I know what a mana heart and mithril is. Both items are used in my armor. You remember the gem set in my chest piece?"

"Oh... so are they hard to break?"

"I'm not sure, I've never tried. I have a few spares I purchased, lets head out back and see if we can break one of them."

"You sure about this, seems like an expensive item?" he asked as we headed toward the back yard.

"I'm not worried about credits," I replied.

I had to shoo Bella out of the way, she had been sunning herself on the concrete slab that I wanted to use. She nipped at me grumpily but moved to the other side of the yard.

I pulled one of the tiny spare crystals out of my ring and set it on the concrete. Since I didn't want it to go flying away I set a metal plate on top that I found off to the side.

With the crystal sandwiched between the concrete and metal plate, I pulled out my staff and swung it down as hard as possible.

There was a resounding gong as my staff impacted the metal.

I waited for everything to settle before I moved the plate aside. The crystal had been pushed into the concrete halfway. The other side dented the plate.

"Ok, let me try just hitting it with my weapon, maybe its magical nature will break the gem."

Martin nodded, stepping back to avoid any flung up rocks.

I let mana flow into the runic enchantment on my staff and swung down again. The entire concrete slab shattered with the blow, sending tiny chunks pelting across the back yard. After the debris cleared, I had to dig through where I struck. When I found an intact and unblemished crystal, I swore.

There must be some trick to it, the gems were cut and sized to fit whatever application they were used for. And obviously, you could destroy them or the person that crafted the item wouldn't have been able to mix it with mithril.

"I'll think of something," I told Martin, thinking on the problem. Perhaps I could use my runes to disrupt the enchantment.

            

    
        Chapter 75: Rescue attempt

    
    
    
    
                Since strength and brute force didn't seem to work, I decided to try something else.

My first thought was to try and carve runes into the gem to disrupt the magical enchantment. Similar to what I did when I created my impromptu explosives using the slave collars. It may have actually worked... if I could scratch the damn gem. Nothing I tried was leaving so much as a tiny scratch.

I could paint the designs on but the ink ran and bled across the surface, causing it to be useless. I sighed in defeat, nothing I was capable of would solve this issue. I had one more idea but I needed to go back to Biloxi to talk with someone in the Bazaar.

This whole back and forth business was getting exhausting.

Before I could head out back for Bella a bright light streaked out of the sky toward me. I was so startled by the unexpected encounter that I failed to react. That was probably for the best. The light came to a stop a few feet from me, floating in the air motionless.

An alien voice spoke from the floating light. "Greetings, Paul Fuller, I am a magical delivery construct, hired by Frathsar to deliver a package. Thank you for choosing our service and have a wonderful day."

The glowing orb disappeared in a flash of light and on the ground sat a package with a note attached.

My first question was how the hell Frathsar had known where to find me.

I walked up to the box and picked up the note.

Greetings Paul,

I hope you are well. Since I didn't know your location this package may take time to arrive but it will arrive. Seeing as you are far away and unlikely to return anytime soon I decided to send your reward to you. I have received your messages and they were instrumental in safely getting to the Bazaar. I have heard of your exploits by some of the locals and the body of the soldier you traveled south with was located. 

I did run into the kingdom's envoy. He had been unable to complete his assignment as his only guide was dead. With my help and some people heading north, he was able to continue. This happened before I got your most recent message so I forwarded what you told me to the Commander... I would still advise against ever returning to that town. 

Until I see you again, stay safe.

Frathsar, Merchant Extraordinaire

I was glad to hear that Frathsar made it safely. I was not so glad to hear about the Commander but now that I knew items could be sent magically, maybe I could send Fiona's sword to him.

I would only entertain that notion after I freed Fiona from her prison.

I picked up the small package and set it on the picnic table. Frathsar had wrapped it up like a fancy package, ribbon and all. I had to roll my eyes as I unwrapped the package. While it was nice of him it was unnecessary. After I removed the ribbon and the paper lining all that was left was a simple wooden box. Sliding off the top revealed a mana pistol and a note.

I saw that you admired this weapon, hopefully, it will be an acceptable reward for your hard work.

While it had been true at the time, I'm not sure how much use I would get out of the item now. Since it couldn't hurt I powered up the pistol and blasted the mana heart I had been using as a test.

While it didn't break or crack I did get a surprising effect. The mana heart absorbed all of the energy I fired from the pistol and started glowing and didn't stop. This wasn't normal from my experience, so when I checked the gem and found it contained more mana than it should, it gave me an idea.

"Martin!"

The man rushed out from the building, "what's up?"

"I think I know how we can break Fiona out," I said enthusiastically.

"Really?"

I nodded. "I believe we can overcharge the item she is contained in."

"You think it will work?"

"I think it might work. If we can feed enough mana fast enough into the item. We should try it with the little ones first."

"Alright, do you need me to help?"

"Yea, do you know how to feed mana into an item?"

Martin shook his head.

"It's easy, just imagine your mana flowing through your body and out the through your fingers. Practice with this," I said, handing him one of the tiny mana hearts.

It took him a few minutes but he got the hang of feeding his mana into the gem.

"Alright, let's do this," I said, placing my finger on the tiny gem along with Martin.

It was slow going feeding additional mana into the gem, every mana above the gem's limit cost ten mana. In an effort to be as safe as possible I cast Second Chance on Martin. I didn't stop there, buffing him with every skill I had that could help protect him. I wasn't certain what would happen when we hit the gem's limit but I doubted it was anything good.

My mana regen was high enough to keep me going at the rate we were able to fill the gem, Martin's wasn't quite there. He had to stop and recharge every few minutes.

As we neared five hundred mana in the gem, I felt a change.

"Backup, I think it's going to blow!"

Martin jumped back from the table and threw a shield around himself. I popped Area of Denial as the gem started vibrating uncontrollably. It contained so much energy that it started spinning and stood up like a top. It kept spinning faster and faster, producing a high-pitched whine. It reminded me of a dentist's drill.

There was no explosion or massive discharge of mana as I had feared. As the gem hit a critical point of failure it just burst apart into tiny specs.

The sand-sized particulates rained down across the table and my shield.

I looked towards Martin with a smile. I really should have waited until we succeeded with the item containing Fiona.

After two hours of trying to fill her gem to the limit we had to stop, both of us were exhausted as the gem seemed to drink in every bit of mana we could feed it without hitting a limit. Last I checked it had hit three thousand mana. By that point, it was bleeding off mana faster than we could fill it.

"I think we need more people," I said, wiping the sweat from my forehead with a rag.

"Yeah, I'll go round up some folks to help. How many you think we need?"

"At least ten, that way a few can cycle out and recharge mana."

"Hmm, that might be tough but I'll see what I can do. They may want payment in the form of rune-crafted items. Is that ok?"

"Yeah, that's fine... just don't bring your sister."

"Yeah, don't worry about that. She hasn't spoken to me since I rescued you after the fight."

I nodded.

Martin left to go get some volunteers while I cleaned up.

He returned about an hour later.

"I managed to get eight people, they should be here shortly. I couldn't talk anyone else into helping, my sister is on the warpath to try and push you out of town and she has convinced most people that you only bring more problems," he said in disgust.

I shrugged, his sister could play her stupid games.

"It will have to do, and fuck your sister. I have an idea about getting out from under her thumb but that will take some time to setup. For now, let's get ready for our guests."

Martin added a few chairs around the table. There wasn't enough room for all ten of us to touch the item at the same time but that was fine.

I spoke with each person as they arrived and negotiated what I was willing to offer in exchange for their help. One person thought his assistance was worth far more than the rest and we weren't able to come to a deal, even though I offered him two rune-crafted items to try and get him to stay.

It wasn't enough and he left in a huff. 'Fuck him,' I thought, switching my focus back to the remaining people.

"Thank you all for coming to help. I can't tell you how much I appreciate you being here. Martin and I are going to show you how to feed mana into items. Once everyone learns how to do that we will have two of you rotate with helping feed mana into the item. Any questions?"

"Um, is this dangerous?" a rail-thin man asked.

I took the time to use Identify on him

Henry | Arborist | 7

It wasn't the most impressive class or level I had ever seen but I imagined it came in handy for growing fruit trees. I did recall seeing quite a bit of fresh fruit in the town.

"No, with our tests the item turned into sand, there was plenty of warning beforehand and Martin has a shield to protect anyone, just in case. Any other questions?"

Everyone seemed to be mollified by my answer and no more questions were forthcoming.

I expected it to be easy to teach the volunteers how to feed mana into items as it had been with Martin. I was mistaken.

We did eventually teach the remaining seven people, it only took five hours.

After that, we finally got started on the whole reason they were here.

I wasn't surprised to see that the item containing Fiona, had drained all of the accumulated mana that we had worked hard to fill into it.

Three others joined me at the table, placing a finger on the smokey-silver swirling gem. I kept track of the mana level as the four of us pumped mana into the item. Two had to stop after less than ten minutes as another two stepped in to take their place.

When the third one stepped away, Martin took her place. By this point, we were only up to two thousand mana in the item. After another hour we passed the three thousand mark and were still climbing. We passed four, then five when our progress started to slow.

"I need two more people on the item," I spoke quickly.

Two others rushed over to add their mana into the item. The count started to climb faster again. The gem climbed over six, then seven before it slowed again. I decided to wait until it stopped completely to call over the remaining volunteers.

This allowed a few people to cycle out and recharge before everyone had to commit fully. We reached ninety-five hundred when the gem started to vibrate slightly.

"Only a little more," I said, sweat and exhaustion on my face.

The last bit was slow, the gem trying to absorb the massive amount of mana before we could pour more in. As we got closer to ten thousand the gem got harder to hold onto, the vibrations were getting quite intense. 'Only a hundred more to go,' I thought, sweat pouring from my face ad I poured every ounce of mana I could into the gem.

One of the men passed out from mana fatigue, flopping to the table.

"Hold on, we're... almost... there."

As soon as the gem hit ten thousand it started violently shaking.

"Alright, everyone, clear the table. Martin, grab the unconscious man."

As soon as everyone stopped pressing down on the gem it started spinning wildly, matching what happened with its smaller twin. Martin dragged the unconscious man to the far side of the yard where everyone besides me gathered. He placed his barrier over the group after sucking down a mana potion.

I did the same but waited to use my Area of Denial. As the gem spun wildly, coming upright the first thing that failed was the attached chain. It went flying off into the yard. Unlike the tiny test gem, this one was emitting beams of light as it rose into the air. It hovered about a foot off the table as it spun so fast I couldn't see the shape of the gem, it was just a blur.

I decided it was a good time to activate my shield.

Ten seconds later I heard a loud crack that echoed across the yard. The light winked out and the gem clattered against the table, no longer glowing. A large crack ran down the length of the now dull clear gem.

"Did it work?" Martin called.

I nodded my head, "I believe so."

Ethereal smoke started to pour from the crack and I smiled. It took twenty minutes for the ghostly smoke to finish pouring from the item. It was forming a tight ball of white a few feet away. After the ball completely formed it started taking on a more humanoid appearance. I had a brief flash of worry that maybe the Psion trapped another spirit and this was his final revenge.

Luckily that fear was proven wrong as I saw Fiona's form materialize. She collapsed to her knees and started shuddering and crying. I ran over to comfort her as much as I could. Without the ability to physically interact with her I could only reassure her with my words.

I vaguely heard Martin thank the others and escort them out.

I stayed with Fiona throughout the night while she dealt with her experience.
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                It had taken two days for Fiona to recover from her imprisonment. She said it wasn't like when she had resided in my mind. It was just an endless void that seemed to tear at her very nature, where time seemed endless. Her short time trapped had felt like a thousand years to her.

She had left after that, saying she needed to do something and would be back in a few weeks. I tried to stop her but she refused to listen. I wished her good luck and let her know I would be here if she needed me. Making sure to show her that I trusted her. In reality, I wanted to scream and rage because she was going away and I wouldn't be there to protect her.

I knew I couldn't keep her locked up for her own safety but I should still have gone with her. I knew she needed the time to cope with what had happened. I would be ready when she returned.

That reminded me, I still hadn't looked at the skills I unlocked for my new level.

Mana Boost: Boost mana recharge by 50% and mana pool by 10% for 10 min. Cost 150 mana, cooldown 30 min

Body like Stone: Increases resistance to knockback, stumble, and disorientation effects by 20% for 5 min. Cost 70 mana, cooldown 10 min

Both seemed like decent options and I had no other pressing need for spells so I took both with my free points. Now I felt more ready to take on more dangerous foes.

Speaking of being ready, I looked at my building.

The constable had gone too far. Refusing to help at all during that last battle was one thing but then she got angry with Martin for helping me after. I was done with this town. But, I wanted to keep the building. That was when an idea hit me. I didn't know if it would work but it could be possible.

I had seen a toy in one of the Bazaar stalls during my very first visit. If a toy could produce the effect I was thinking about, then so could I. It wouldn't be cheap or easy so I needed to earn more credits.

The battle had earned me quite a windfall of income. Martin's sister had tried to claim it as recompense for my actions. That was one of the reasons Martin had gotten into a shouting match with the woman. In the end, he managed to secure everything for me.

I moved slowly up the stairs, still a tad sore from my ordeal. Martin's ring didn't have enough storage space for all the gear so he had piled it up in one of the unused bedrooms. I opened up the room to see all the gear piled up in the corner. Sorting through it was going to take some time.

I spent the next four hours cataloging everything. None of the weapons were magical in nature. None were above average quality when inspected. The Psion had no weapon because his mind was the weapon. That didn't mean that he had nothing. Martin had taken two rings off the man, both turned out to be storage rings.

One had a large selection of random enchanted gear. The other had a large number of credits. I pocketed the credits, bringing my credit total to 11724. That was a large chunk of cash but it may not be enough to get the gear I needed for my plan. I looked toward the pile of enchanted gear. I would get the most out of it by selling it at the Bazaar. Then again I may earn some goodwill from the people of Arman by selling it to them. Plus it would piss Constable Jenning off.

That made it an easy choice, plus I wasn't well enough to make the trip to the Bazaar yet. I would have to give Martin a list of items I needed. I dug around in the little desk in the room until I found what I was looking for, a pencil and a piece of paper. I needed to test my hypothesis before I sent Martin to spend what amounted to a fortune on items I required.

Since there was a nice convenient desk to work at, I plopped down in front of it, setting one of the cheap daggers on the work surface. I would have used some scrap metal but I was out so this would have to do.

Almost immediately I ran into an issue. I didn't have any runes for what I was trying to do, well... nothing that specifically applied to what I was trying to do. So I did what I always did and combined a bunch together to see what happened. Probably not the best idea to do this with a sharp object.

As soon as I finished the knife shot across the room ricocheting off the walls. I had to reach out and grab it to stop its demented assault against the plaster, losing two fingers in the exchange. I swore as I used Rejuvenate to heal the wound while holding my severed digits in place. The knife had to go into my ring. It would be one hell of a surprise for anyone that tried taking it out. Of course, this was when my mind recalled the scrap metal in the yard.

I sighed and headed outside to grab some.

The week went by quickly. Most of my day was spent trying to figure out how to do what I wanted while working on customer and promised orders. I was forced to scour the town's empty homes for scrap to test with. A pile of old silverware and pots littered my workspace. All had been failures and I had been forced to hold more than one in place while I destroyed the runes I had carved.

I knew it wasn't going to be an easy project but still. I thought I would have made some progress. My best attempt had been the flying killer knife. I even went through all of my books to see if I had missed anything. Turns out I may have.

When I was flipping through one of my occult books I spotted a page dedicated to alchemical symbols. I remembered skimming past it since I didn't want to make potions and whatnot. While other sets of symbols had earth and air, this set had them as mirrored and rotated images of each other. The Earth symbol was a downward-facing triangle with a line through it, while the air was flipped one-eighty with the point of the triangle pointing up.

It also had a symbol for a magnet. I knew with a strong enough field you could float so I drew the design on a spoon. I set the earth on the bottom with air on top and I set the magnet pointing away from the earth to the air between the two.

It worked... sort of.

The spoon did float, it also started rotating so fast that it melted from the magnetic field it was contained inside. I would have thought it would stop after the runes were consumed but it kept spinning, getting brighter and brighter. Now I started to panic, I looked around for something to contain the molten metal. I remembered a bag of cat litter in the hall closet so I ran out and grabbed it, dumping the entire bag on the glowing orb. It finally stopped spinning and fell to the ground. Luckily it landed in the spilled cat litter as it hissed angrily as it cooled.

I sat back down and rubbed my temples while I looked at my latest failure. I couldn't even be mad because it was an improvement.

For shits and giggles, I carved a symbol that said it stood for answer or solution into a new spoon, then I just carved equals levitation. I didn't expect anything to happen but the spoon consumed itself, along with a dozen other spoons made of silver before a firey image filled the air in front of me.

I'll be honest, I thought I accidentally opened a doorway to hell. Instead, I saw a symbol floating in the air in front of me. It was a simple thing, a circle on top of three straight lines that got smaller as they went down. Immediately I knew it stood for levitation but how?

The glowing lines disappeared as quickly as they had come, plunging the room into darkness. I swallowed hard, deciding not to ask questions of whatever had answered me again. Still, it had given me what I sought. The new symbol had been added to my knowledge tab in my interface. The system recognized it as such and all the knowledge associated with it was filled in.

You would think having the exact symbol I needed would solve my problem... it didn't. The rune worked, my next carved item floated an inch above the surface of the desk. The problem was, that was all it did. Pushing it to the floor caused it to float an inch above the floor. No combination made it any stronger.

I would need to combine it with other runes to make it effective. I got back to work.

It was another three days before I came up for air. I had a wide smile on my face. All of my hard work had resulted in a six-foot plate of steel that I could make land or hover slowly into the air. I came to my backyard because I needed to find the limit of how high I could make it float.

I did this all the while sitting on the plate. It required a constant feed of mana to increase the height. I figured I would need to embed mana hearts into the device to keep me from having to manually power them.

The plate kept climbing in the cool night air. I didn't want the Constable to get wind of what I was working on.

I had to stop feeding mana into the crude plate as I topped the building in the city. This put me well above the treeline. I couldn't help grinning.

"What are you doing?" Fiona asked from behind me, startling me and causing me to stop feeding the plate mana.

I dropped with a surprised squeak, falling thirty feet before I got control of the plate again.

"Goddammit, don't scare me like that," I said glaring at the laughing woman.

"Sorry, it was just too easy. I was sitting on the roof when you floated past."

"Well, I'm glad you're back," I said honestly.

"Sorry about that... I just needed to blow off some steam."

"No need to apologize, I understand."

"So... what are you doing?"

I smiled, "giving us options."

With Fiona back, I felt better. Things returned to a semblance of normality, with Fiona and Martin hanging out and going on patrols together. With those two busy doing that I got to business laying out the requirements I would need to put my plan into action.

At first, I only figured on needing material for the bottom. Looking at the building though, I thought it prudent to strengthen everything. It also gave me an idea to enhance my project. Whether or not I had enough money to cover everything was another matter.

One thing I knew I would need was mana hearts. I was going to have Martin look for the largest one he could purchase. Even the one used to hold Fiona was only as big as my fingertip. From my experience with my levitation plate, I knew it was going to require a large supply of mana to do what I wanted. I wrote a minimum of five-thousand mana into the notes next to it.

More would be better but I figured I could get away with that. The other major requirement was mithril. I was going to need a lot of it. Each two-by-two-meter plate needed to have the design inlaid with mithril. Even the plates wouldn't be cheap. My first thought was to use cheap iron or steel. I changed my mind on that, not wanting the plates to rust as that could damage them. Titanium or aluminum was a possibility. I figured that titanium may be too expensive for the amount I required. While aluminum was too soft.

I ended up settling on bronze. It was cheap and durable. Larger plates would have been better but even a two-meter square plate an inch thick would be difficult to move.

I finished my list and looked it over. I had a feeling I would not have nearly enough money to cover even half of the items on the list. I had been thinking about a way to supplement my income. While I wanted to sell the enchanted items to the townsfolk, mostly to annoy the Constable, I doubted it would cover my expenses. I did have all the unenchanted pieces. While none of that gear was of stellar quality, that might work to my advantage.

I could give basic runic enchantments to the items, hiding them with the Odin rune. That way while they could see the effects of the rune they wouldn't be able to discern how it was added to the item.

With my mind made up I got to work. I kept the weapon enchantments simple; fire, ice, and electrical damage. The armor I just added increased resistance to basic damage. It wasn't worth making them any better as the quality was subpar. It took me about a day to finish up the work on the pieces. I stuck everything I wanted Martin to sell into one of the rings I was giving him. These were both of the rings from the Psion. I was letting Martin keep them for his help, although he didn't know that yet.

Fiona and Martin returned later that day. Ever since the attack things had been relatively quiet around the town. No more than a few monster encounters occurred each day. Other than that at least one group went into the Slime Church to gain some experience each day.

"Hey, Martin... Fiona, how did the patrol go?"

"It went great, I managed to level up," Martain said, beaming.

"Congrats man. Hey, since you're here I got something to ask you."

"Oh?"

I had been thinking about asking Martin this for the past few weeks.

"You know that I plan on leaving eventually, right?"

He nodded cautiously.

"Well... why not come with Fiona and me?"

"I-," I cut the man off, "take a night to think on it. in the meantime could you take a trip to the Bazaar and pick up everything on this list?"

Martin raised an eyebrow in curiosity at what I could want. I handed the list and design over. As he read the list his eyes went wide.

"Um... this is some pricy stuff. What do you need it all for?"

"I'll tell you if you decide to come with us," I said, handing him the two rings. "Sell everything in these rings to help cover the costs. I also included all of my personal credits."

"Are you sure, Paul?"

"Trust me, I'm sure. Also, the rings are yours for helping out."

"No, that's too much," Martin said.

"Keep them, you earned them, for saving me, for helping Fiona, and for helping me with this. It's the least I can do."

The man reluctantly accepted the gift. "I'll think on your proposal."

I nodded, it was up to him to conclude that Arman was a dying town. If not for the lack of people, then due to his sister's mismanagement.

            

    
        Chapter 77: Spending spree

    
    
    
    
                Martin left to procure the items I needed the next morning. By the time he returned I should be back at one hundred percent. Fiona in the meantime was scouting the surrounding for more dungeons.

If Martin agreed to join us my first goal was to hit the Grove dungeon. I think with the three of us we could take the boss, especially if I created a fire element weapon for Martin. I didn't know what kind of weapons he was skilled with so that would need to wait a bit.

As I was alone I decided to walk around the building and plan the layout for where I was going to add the mithril reinforcement.

As I walked around the front I noticed one man watching me from down the street. Curious to see what he wanted I waved and started to walk over. He turned and walked around a corner.

'Hmm, one of the Constable's people? She must be wondering what I am up to.'

Ever since I had been selling those enchanted weapons to the townsfolk she had increased her scrutiny towards me. I ignored the man as I saw him return in a different spot. Let the woman wonder what I was doing. By the time she figured out what I was up to it should be too late for her to do anything about it.

Three more days went by before Fiona returned from scouting. She had gone west and south, even though the south was desert as far as we could see it was still worth checking for dungeons.

"How was the scouting?" I asked.

"Your world is weird with how many dungeons it has."

"You think so? Does that mean you found some?"

She nodded, "yes, I found four."

I sat up straighter at this news. With the three others we located, that meant this area was ripe with opportunities to level. It also meant a greater chance to run into hostile monsters when the creatures started spilling from the dungeons. There was nothing that kept these creatures contained within dungeons. I had seen that on my very first day when I ran into the goblin dungeon, then again with the rock centipede dungeon.

Constantly clearing them out would reduce the chances of the monsters wandering too far from their dungeons.

"So what did you find?"

"The first one I found is about four hours west. It took me a bit to find it as it was located in a tight cleft of rocks. It was a level eight dungeon called the Crystal Grotto."

"Interesting. What type of creatures?"

"Mud golems and lesser earth elementals mostly, there were also some vampire bats. It shouldn't be too hard to tackle."

I nodded as she continued.

"The next one I found was a little over a day's travel from here. It was not hard to spot from a few miles out. It was an enormous dead tree called the Hag's Hideaway."

"Hag's?"

"Yea, nasty magical creatures. I had to be extremely careful to avoid them. Some of the creatures inside could detect my presence. The hag will be the boss since they don't like their own kind. The rest of the enemies consisted of swamp critters and poisonous plants."

I grunted in response, the plants would be annoying but Cleanse should be able to deal with most of it.

"What level?"

"Twelve."

"Ok, so not terrible but annoying. What about the other two?"

"Both of those I found in the desert. It's going to be a pain to find them since there are no landmarks to speak of."

"As long as you have a general idea of where they are located, we should be able to find them."

"I can probably get us within a few miles. The first one I found was called the Citadel of the Sun, it was a partially exposed pyramid. There weren't any monsters though."

"Abandoned?" I asked.

"I don't think so, the system recognized it as an active level twenty-one dungeon."

"Maybe it was cleared by the locals," I added.

"Maybe... or it could be a dungeon that only has monsters during a certain time. I heard about dungeons like that but had never seen one in person."

"Well, anyway it's a bit on the higher level spectrum so we may need to wait to attack it. What about the last one."

She smiled. "The last one is a horde dungeon," she said grinning.

Finally, I had been searching for another one since my first encounter. It was obvious from her grin that Fiona knew how important horde dungeons were. I decided to play along.

"Oh? What's a horde dungeon?" I asked, concealing my smile.

She must have caught my ghost of a smile because she stopped and crossed her arms. "You already know about horde dungeons, don't you?"

Darn, the jig was up. "Yes, remember when I told you I found a dungeon after my fall down the cliff?"

I didn't really want to bring up the past, especially this specific incident.

"Oh..." she said quietly, letting her arms drop to her side.

I quickly continued, "well, that dungeon was a horde dungeon."

"You never told me that? How many skill points did you earn?"

I had to think back, that was half a year ago. "Six I believe."

"Six!" she yelled, "you gained more points than you get for an entire level and never told me?"

"Sorry, I was going to but then..."

"Right, then I died... well, at least this explains how you are so ridiculous at stuff."

"I'm not that ridiculous," I proclaimed.

"Uh, huh... and it's perfectly normal for a person to take out forty people with one attack?"

"Touché," I replied, not able to argue with her logic.

"Anyway," she said, glaring at me while she continued, "you probably don't know everything about horde dungeons. You can only claim a maximum of ten skill points from the dungeon and you only have a week to do that. These are well documented in my world as they are so rare. After a month the dungeon collapses on its own."

"Ten points, not bad," I said interrupting her.

That was the wrong thing to do, I realized after she slapped me. I rubbed my sore cheek as she continued.

"As I was going to say before I was rudely interrupted... those ten points are split among the entire party. Usually, teams of five will enter, giving each two points at the end. If the dungeon is found by a reputable source, four full teams can go through, before it collapses."

I didn't need to guess what would happen if less than reputable people entered. They would kill off the boss at the end and the dungeon would be no more.

"The dungeon is level eleven though, and since I activated it, we only have a little over three weeks to take advantage of it before it disappears."

I waited to make sure she was done before commenting, I had no desire to be slapped again. "We can take a look as soon as Martin returns. What kind of monster are we looking at?"

"Sand scorpions, about the size of a dog."

"Ugh, why is it always bugs," I said, shivering. "Wait... won't you going in affect your chances of getting points?"

"No, you can enter the dungeon as many times as you want but you can only earn the attribute bonus one time. Also, I'm not sure I will be eligible for the bonus since I can't access my attributes."

I hadn't known that she didn't have access to her attributes. It must be another side effect to her being undead, the same as how she didn't have any of her previous skills.

"Ok, thanks for doing the hard work. Martin should be back in the next week."

If Martin returned in the next week we would have to travel to that dungeon before I could complete my plans with the house.

It was four more days before Martin returned from Biloxi. Of course, he got into a shouting match with his sister for being gone for so long.

"Sorry, I heard that you and your sister got into it again," I said as Martin entered the building.

He sighed, "not your fault. I think I will take you up on your offer. I have tried to talk sense into her but every day she seems further entrenched in her belief that the city doesn't need or want outside help. Did you know that another five people left the city?"

"No, when was this?"

Martin shrugged, "sometime after I left for Biloxi. I talked to them on my way back, they said they no longer felt safe in Arman, even though they were all carrying weapons and armor you had enhanced for them. I think they just didn't want to badmouth my sister and her lack of leadership," he said, sounding tired.

"Anyway, enough moping about... I got pretty much everything you wanted."

"Ran out of money?" I guessed.

"Yeah, finding a mana heart of the size you wanted, took most of my time and money," he said, pulling a gem the size of my big toe from his ring. He handed it to me with great care, "that beauty cost eight thousand credits and can store six thousand mana."

I winced at the price tag, pocketing the gem.

"We may want to avoid this Bazaar as well, some people were starting to ask questions."

I was mildly alarmed by this news, "what kind of questions?"

"Mostly about what I needed such a large gem for, why I needed so much mithril, and asking about the strange weapons I was selling. More and more people are becoming aware of the possibilities of our planet."

I nodded, "fair enough, what did we fall short on?"

"Mithril, there was enough to get all the plates but not enough to cover the other mithril you wanted. I was only able to secure half of what you wanted."

"Hmmm, I will make it work. Thanks for doing this for me."

"No problem, man, you've done so much for the town despite my sister being... well, herself."

"Oh, before I forget, Fiona found a special dungeon."

"Special?" Martin asked.

"Yeah, so it's called a horde dungeon, and the more waves of enemies you can kill and survive the better your reward. These types of dungeons give out attribute points as rewards, split amongst the party."

"Really?" Martin replied excitedly.

I explained the rest to Martin, then told him to take a day to rest before we left to tackle the challenge. Martin agreed to take a day to rest. I could see he was excited for the chance to gain some more attribute points. I did ask him what sort of weapon he could use. Turns out his class didn't give him anything other than basic weapons. So like clubs and generic bashing weapons.

I asked him about the crossbow I saw him with. He said he could use it, but not well. It seemed ridiculous to rune enchant a club but perhaps we could find one that wasn't so shitty.

We ended up waiting a full day until the next morning to leave, sneaking out of town without being spotted. I'll be honest it was weird seeing a quad disappear into a ring. All of the plates and gear I asked Martin to purchase, were stacked in one of the rooms. I didn't trust his sister not to snoop when she realized we were gone so I carved runes into that door that would prevent anyone other than me from opening it. I also left the teleportation scrambler inside, even though I hadn't seen anyone around town able to teleport.

This wouldn't stop her if she was determined to see what I was up to, but I figured she wouldn't risk alerting me of her snooping.

Once we were well clear of the town Martin got his quad out and I released Bella from her cage. We followed Fiona through the border of the swamp and desert for most of the day. We had to stop a few times for her to check our position.

Fiona floated back down while we rested. "Were in the correct spot, now we can go straight south and we should be able to locate it."

"Sounds good, lets rest for the night and make the trip in the morning. I don't want to have to try and deal with those sandworms in the dark."

The others nodded and I pulled out my tent. Fiona and Bella would alert us if anything came to bother us during the night.

            

    
        Chapter 78: Dirty bulking

    
    
    
    
                It didn't take us long the next morning to find the dungeon, with Fiona's guidance. The entrance was a dark hole into the ground. We needed to dispatch the cluster of scorpions outside the entrance before we could enter.

Our approach had not gone unnoticed, four of the scorpions skittered toward us. I used Identify on them.

Virulent Sand Scorpion | Level 10

Already their stingers were dripping with a vile green substance. I watched as a drop of the venom dripped off, landing in the sand. It started hissing immediately.

"Watch out, their venom is acidic!" I yelled, buffing the group.

I could have buffed us earlier but I wasn't too worried about the loss of mana until after we entered the dungeon.

Already, Martin had his magical dice rolling along the sand. It was weird watching them roll like they were on a flat hard surface. His random minion appeared to be some large animal, a cross between a bear and an owl.

It let out a roar as it swiped at the scorpions with its massive clawed hands. The scorpions retaliated by repeatedly stinging the creature with their corrosive poison.

I swung my staff, cracking one scorpion's tail as it tried to stab it in my direction. There was a cracking sound as my staff impacted the tail, sending acid and bright orange ichor splattering across the sand.

Fiona stabbed another straight in the head, causing it to flail about in agony. I whipped out a stunning gust, causing her target to freeze up, then turned my attention back to the one trying to attack me.

I dodged a sharp snapping claw and struck out with a lightning-fast thrust of my spear. I activated my weapon's enchantment as the weight of my staff cracked through the creature's hard exoskeleton. It let out an aborted screech as it collapsed to the ground.

I pulled my staff out of the leaking hole and flicked the ichor off. There were still eight more enemies and Martin's summon was taking a beating, holding off six. It had managed to kill two of those six, under its heavy strikes, so it was giving just as good as it got.

The last two were trying to get through Martin's barrier, their tails impacting with heavy blows, leaving acid to pop and spit as it ran down the shield.

The only problem with Martin's spell was that he was stuck in place. He could attack out from it but he had limited direct attacks. He was peppering the creatures with a wand of some sort.

I ran over, hitting the first with a Calcifying Strike as I maneuvered to avoid the tail strike. My gymnastics landed me near the second as I brought my staff down hard on its back. My blow smashed the creature into the sand as it spasmed from my staff's enchantment.

Martin took care of the one that was turning to stone, while Fiona helped Martin's creature. I cast a quick heal on the creature using Rejuvenate.

The battle didn't last long after the four of us attacked the remaining scorpions.

"Well..." Martin said, looking at the corpses, "that was... easy. Are all of your battles like this?"

I had to chuckle at that, "no, but then what fun would that be."

We rested and I reset the group's buffs before we entered the dungeon. Instead of waiting for my mana to top off, I used one of my mana injectors.

It probably wasn't necessary but it sped up what would be a long dungeon dive. We quickly looted the bodies and headed inside the dungeon.

You have entered The Virulent Horde: Level 11 dungeon. Recommended team size 4 people of level 14 or higher

As soon as we entered, eleven scorpions scuttled out of tunnels along the walls. We got to our bloody work. We needed to clear out the waves as quickly as possible or they would start to overwhelm us.

Martin's creature was more restrained inside the tunnel as it couldn't freely move in the tighter confines of the cave. Still, it drew most of the scorpions to it as it bellowed and ran forward.

I used Earth Fist to crush one Scorpion against the wall with a satisfying crunch. It reminded me of squeezing an m&m between my fingers as a child until the hard candy shell cracked apart. My shield flared as two scorpions sprayed their acidic venom at me.

"Shit, that's new," I said, backing away as another volley came up short, burning into the stone floor.

"Evil little shits," Martin said in reply.

I stepped forward to make sure I was clear of Martin before I stomped on the ground, activating Disruption. I hadn't imbued my staff so it was just straight damage. The scorpions were all tossed into the air as the wave of rock crashed into them. Unfortunately, I hit Martin's summon as well and it let out an angry roar, turning toward me.

"Oh shit," Martin said, "I lost control of the creature due to your attack."

"What?" I croaked.

It was clear what Martin meant, the creature was thundering toward me, squashing all the scorpions in its way. I needed to deal with it fast. I imbued my staff with electrical damage and impact. Then I added Flurry and took a deep breath before activating Blink Step.

I wasn't sure if my body could handle the boost that Blink Step gave so I didn't want to activate it if I could avoid it. But I couldn't hold back now.

My body groaned as the spell took effect but it held up. I blasted forward, shrinking my staff into the mace configuration. Everything happened in slow motion as I watched the beast swipe its massive paw down toward me. I released the shrink effect of my staff and braced for the impact.

My first strike slammed into the tough creature like a freight train, punching halfway through its body before flurry took over. I felt the blow smash into my armor's shield, shattering the remaining durability. The remaining momentum barely scratched my armor as my arm continued its deadly work, plunging my staff into the beast over and over again.

As the skill ended I leaped back, preparing for a counter-attack. I didn't need to worry, the beast collapsed to the ground and turned into colored mist as it disappeared.

I took the moment to reevaluate the battlefield. Fiona was still attacking scorpions, moving between them to disrupt their ability to swarm us. Martin was still firing his wand but the attacks were coming slower. I wondered if the weapon had a limit of charges.

Since I had a few seconds left on Blink Step I ran in, crushing three scorpions under my staff. I did get hit a few times by acidic spray, forcing me to heal and use Cleanse. The poison was just as bad as the acid, causing mild paralysis and a fiery itch. I resisted the temptation to scratch the area, that would only spread the substance around.

Martin summoned another creature, this time it was a flaming wolf. It howled, breathing out a jet of flame that washed over three scorpions.

I could hear popping sounds as their insides cooked, bursting them apart.

At least now I knew fire was effective for dealing with the creatures.

My effectiveness was reduced when having to avoid AOE attacks and fight in the tight confines. Still, I was finding out just how effective my new staff was. The imbued lightning along with the blindness and pain enchantment was a trifecta that left my targets unable to control their bodies.

It took a few waves before the three of us found a rhythm that worked. It was a bit touch and go as the second and third wave crawled out of the many tunnels before we finished off the last of the first wave.

"We need to reduce the tunnels they can come from," Martin said, blasting another with his wand. He grimaced at the weak attack.

I was able to recharge my shield partially as I moved back toward Martin.

"Here," I said, pulling the mana pistol from my ring.

He gave it a confused look.

"It's a mana pistol, just feed it mana and it can fire off ten rounds before it has to be recharged or fire off the entire capacitor in one shot."

He had to drop his shield to accept the weapon. I had already charged the device so he aimed it and pulled the firing stud. A blue beam blasted from the gun smashing into one of the scorpions attacking his wolf. The impact pushed the scorpion to the side, leaving a large blast mark on its tan carapace.

The best part was Martin could use the pistol without any real training or skills, just aim, and fire.

I covered him while his shield skill recharged, knocking anything away that got past his shots.

Fiona was disabling the scorpions inside the tunnels to help block them. As soon as Martin was covered I concentrated on closing the entrances using Earth Fist and metamagic.

It was slow and one of the reasons we struggled for the first three waves. There were dozens of passageways, all large enough to crawl through.

To make it easier and concentrate our efforts I started from the left-most wall, closing off six of the tunnels. I timed it to kill off three scorpions, crushing them between the walls.

That was the turning point that allowed us to catch up. We managed to clear out the third wave just before the fourth wave came in.

I split my time between healing the summon and closing more tunnels. It wasn't a perfect solution as the sandstone was weak. For every three tunnels I closed, one got reopened. The scorpion's acid and claws were quite effective at digging through the blockage. Even so, it was making a noticeable difference in the combat, limiting the amount we had to fight at any given time.

We continued hacking away at the enemy until I sealed up the last tunnel. This would give us ten minutes to rest and recharge while they dug out the openings again. Already I could hear them scraping away.

Martin sat down in exhaustion, his mana spent. "Heck, this is tiring. How can you keep up?"

"Higher stats," I replied casually, keeping an eye on the tunnels.

Martin grunted, "so, how long we gotta do this?"

"What was that, wave eight?"

Martin nodded.

"Only four hundred and ninety-two more to go," I said, smiling.

The man groaned and flopped on the ground.

"That is if you want the maximum rewards. We can stop any time, every fifty waves grant a point."

"Well, as long as we can keep up with the enemy that should be fine."

"It shouldn't be too bad now that we have them concentrating on the larger tunnels. We will have to deal with a triple wave every time we rest ten minutes though. How long will your summon last?"

"Twenty minutes, then I have to banish it or it breaks free and will try to attack us."

I looked warily at the fire-breathing wolf. "Yeah, let's not have a repeat of the first one," I added.

We fought through the night, unable to stop and rest as we couldn't prevent them from breaking through the blockages for more than twenty minutes. It was exhausting in a way that my first horde experience wasn't. At least back then I could rest for a few hours. I did the math on how long this foray would take, groaning at the nearly forty-two hours that I came back with.

It now made more sense why teams of five would come down into these dungeons. We could try and speed it up by pushing into the tunnels but that sounded quite a bit more dangerous than just fighting the waves in the entry room. Eventually, we would have to push down to kill the boss, I wasn't willing to leave this dungeon around for others to make use of. Call me greedy but I don't care.

With my enhanced endurance that first twenty-four hours wasn't bad, for me. Martin had passed out near the entrance an hour ago, after banishing his most recent summons.

I had to pull out all of my skills while he slept but I still couldn't utilize my big AOE abilities. I was flitting back and forth between five open tunnels as the scorpions poured out. I even brought Bella out to help. She was having issues attacking with her clawed feet in the short tunnels but she made good use of her powerful jaws.

Regenerating rain helped wash away a bit of my exhaustion as I fought on. Fiona had buzzed down the tunnel, crippling as many scorpions as she could find to slow their advance.

I wasn't worried about being overrun, I still had Area of Denial and Eye of the Storm if things got really dicey. If I wanted to use my storm spell, Martin would need to be awake and crouched near me to be out of the effect. The room wasn't big enough for him to go anywhere else.

I managed to hold for two hours before I had to start shouting.

"Martin! Wake up, I can't keep up with the waves!"

My armor shield had just fallen, forcing me to cast Area of Denial while I spun my staff wildly at the mass of scorpions coming from ten tunnels now.

"MARTIN!" I roared, slamming my staff down and splattering a scorpion in burning rock.

That woke him up. He looked around bleary-eyed for a few seconds before scrambling to his feet.

"Shit! Sorry, how long was I out?"

"Two hours, get over here and crouch next to me, I need to use an AOE."

He ran over as I slapped another scorpion away. Luckily my Area of Denial spell had ended a few seconds prior.

"Keep them off of me while I channel," I said, wiping the sweat from my eyes.

Martin started blasting the bugs with both the mana pistol and his wand while I chanted and started spinning my staff.

"Things are going to heat up. If you got something to protect you from fire, I suggest you use it."

He nodded and produced a small bag that he hung around his neck. I didn't have time to use Elemental Defense on us as the spell took form. Bella was forced to run out of the cave to avoid the spell.

The pyroclastic winds whipped through the cavern, causing the rock to glow as the scorpions wailed in pain.

I had to drop the spell after five seconds but it had been enough to reduce the thirty-seven scorpions to ash.

A shield covered us as soon as my spell dropped, protecting the two of us from the residual heat and smoke.

"Well, shit, Paul," Martin said dryly, "could have saved a few for me."

Bella returned, giving me an indignant squawk.

Fiona arrived ten minutes later. "I located the boss room."

I nodded, flattening another scorpion before I looked around. This wave was almost dealt with.

"I don't think we're going to make it the full time," I said.

Martin nodded, tiredly. His two hours of sleep hadn't done much to revitalize him and I wasn't going to be able to fight for another fifteen hours.

"Alright, let's start pushing towards the boss room."

I had to store Bella since she wouldn't fit down the tunnels.

It took four hours to fight through the tunnels and into the boss chamber. It didn't help that the scorpions kept pouring around behind us and Martin had to rotate his summons to guarding the rear. It was a ruby red colored imp with dark red curled horns. It smelled of brimstone that tickled a memory in my mind but I ignored it. My task of keeping the scorpions in front of us at bay was consuming all of my attention.

The tunnels opened into a massive cavern with a small underground stream flowing off to one side. The center of the cavern was dominated by a scorpion the size of a large draft horse. The beast sported two wickedly curved barbed tails and massive claws that could easily snap a man in half.

I rushed out avoiding the twin jets of acid it shot at me. The rock didn't bubble it just melted.

"Martin, Fiona, stay in the tunnel, I need to use my AOE."

I heard them reply in the affirmative as I Blink Stepped across the cavern, using Identify as I got close.

Kralax | Virulent Sand Scorpion Matriarch | Level 14

Martin and Fiona would keep the other scorpions from flanking us as I brought down the matriarch.

My first blow was meant to slam down on the matriarch's head, to stun her, but she interposed her massive claw in the way with surprising speed, blocking my attack.

She screeched in rage as my staff's enchantment went off. The pain didn't appear to be enough to stun the massive creature as she swept her other claw toward me like a hammer, smashing me across the torso and sending me flying across the cavern.

My shield flickered as it absorbed the massive blow, leaving only twenty points remaining. I didn't have much time to reflect as two jets of acid came flying my way, behind that came an angry mama scorpion.

I scrambled to the side, avoiding the acid. I whipped out a Stunning Gust, hoping to slow or stun the creature. I just needed time to channel my Eye of the Storm.

My luck wasn't that good, I avoided a snapping claw that boomed as it closed, narrowly avoiding me.

I tried to maneuver behind the scorpion but it was too maneuverable with its many legs. One of the stingers flashed toward me and I barely managed to slap it aside, activating Calcifying Strike as I did.

I smiled as the spell started turning that stinger into stone, rendering it less deadly.

Knowing I wasn't fast enough on the ground, I looked up. The ceiling was approximately thirty feet up. I changed tactics and activated my wings. I avoided another snapping claw and leaped into the air, flapping hard to clear the matriarch's reach.

I heard her hiss in annoyance and saw two streams of acid shoot toward me. They were much easier to dodge in the air. I heard her scream and looked to see one of her stingers had melted from the acid. It appeared that her shell was resistant to the acid but when I turned it to stone it lost that protection.

While she was distracted I quickly pulled out a mana injector, stabbing it into my side, then activated Imbue to add fire to the spell. It had worn off long ago and I was conserving energy until now.

My staff began to spin, kicking up an inferno inside the room. I could hear the Matriarch hiss in pain as she tried to find an exit. I used my flight to keep her within the spell, burning away her sensitive bits and cooking her shell. I kept the inferno up until my mana started flagging. The matriarch was still alive but my spell had done a significant amount of damage.

I landed behind the creature before my wings faded away. Its legs were kicking about trying to get purchase to stand but the tips had been burned off from my spell. I didn't want to get close to the flailing animal so I hit it with Earth Fist from below.

There was a hollow thump that caused it to shake but the spell didn't punch through the thick chitin.

Fiona and Martin ran in, Martin firing his mana pistol at the creature as Fiona stabbed at it.

It took another four minutes to take the matriarch down and clear up the few stragglers that were trying to come in from behind us. We looted everything and made our way out of the dungeon. None of us wanted to rest here or in the desert.

            

    
        Chapter 79: Up, up, and away

    
    
    
    
                It took the three of us a few hours to cover the desert and reach the edge of the swamp where the land became dry enough to camp. I had to ride on the back of Martin's quad because it was faster. I knew Bella would be grumpy about being stuck in her cage but I would let her out as soon as we got the tent set up.

Setting up didn't take long, I had to thank the convenience of storage rings for that. The tent was already assembled as I popped it out of my ring and onto the ground. It only needed four stakes and it was done.

Bella was now snacking on a chunk of something she caught as the rest of us lounged near a small fire.

Martin and I were going over the notifications we earned.

Congratulations you are the first group to clear this dungeon. For this epic feat, you have been awarded 1 free skill slot

For being the first group to clear this dungeon your team has been awarded 3000 credits

Your team has earned the title Bane of Arthropods 15% additional damage when fighting hard-shelled insects

Additional rewards are being calculated based on waves you survived before clearing the dungeon

Calculating...

Your team survived 357 waves

For surviving more than 50 waves in this horde dungeon your team receives 1 stat point, Allocated to the lowest level individual

For surviving more than 100 waves in this horde dungeon your team receives 1 stat point, Allocated to the next person in the party

For surviving more than 150 waves in this horde dungeon your team receives 1 stat point, Allocated to the next person in the party

For surviving more than 200 waves in this horde dungeon your team receives 1 stat point, Allocated to the next person in the party

For surviving more than 250 waves in this horde dungeon your team receives 1 stat point, Allocated to the next person in the party

For surviving more than 300 waves in this horde dungeon your team receives 1 stat point, Allocated to the next person in the party

For surviving more than 350 waves in this horde dungeon your team receives 1 stat point, Allocated to the next person in the party

Unfortunately, Fiona had been right, the system didn't recognize her as an eligible party member. That left Martin with four points and me with three. Five would have been better but I couldn't complain. We arrived with little to no prep. Next time, assuming there was a next time, I would pack some potions to ward off exhaustion or a shield that we could rest behind to recover.

I also didn't get a new title as I already had that title from my first foray into a horde dungeon. Martin was ecstatic about the rewards, and who could blame him.

At his level four stat points was a huge boost, speaking of level, he had gained another during our fighting. Now he was level nine, probably halfway to level ten with the amount of fighting we had done.

I sat back against an old log as Martin looked at the skills he wanted to pick. All in all, it was a good haul. The 1500 credits I got, helped, now I wasn't flat broke. There were also the acid sacks that the scorpions dropped as well as the chitin plates. The large claws of the matriarch as well as the matriarch's mana heart. Martin let me have the mana heart for crafting.

It was slightly larger than the first one I had ever gotten but not as large as the one in my armor. That gave me a good idea of just what level of beast mine came from as well as the massive one Martin had purchased for me.

Most of the credits would have to go to Martin's greedy sister. That was fine, I should be finished before any more payments came due.

Our trip back was uneventful, we arrived near dark to avoid any additional headaches. The gate guard gave Martin an odd look but was downright hostile with the glare he sent my way.

"It seems your sister has been hard at work turning the town against me while we were away," I said, loud enough for the guard to hear as we passed.

"Yeah, I noticed. It doesn't seem like she will be happy until you are driven from the town."

I had to chuckle at that. "She's wasting her breath, I'll leave when I'm damn good and ready to."

Martin simply nodded, aware of my plans.

We headed around the back of my shop. I liked thinking of it as mine, it gave me something to hold onto. The door was still locked, which didn't surprise me. Anyone smart enough to unlock the door could re-lock it when they left.

"Go ahead and relax, I gotta check on a few things."

"Alright," Martin replied, collapsing on the comfortable couch in the waiting room.

I walked to the front door and checked the lock. It was also still locked. What wasn't in place was a small string I set on the inner jam of the door. It was laying on the floor.

'So... she had broken in.'

I made my way upstairs, checking each room. Every room had been checked as the strings had fallen to the floor unnoticed. The only room that hadn't been disturbed was the room I stored the large plates in. That told me she didn't want me to know she had someone snooping around my house.

That was fine, I already had an idea to keep her and her cronies out.

Work began in earnest the following day. I prepped all the plates by carving the required runes into them. It was time-consuming work to carve the pattern into the massive plates.

A few people came by to have me do some "work" for them. I decided to turn everyone away. I didn't have any outstanding debts and most of the remaining people in town probably owed their allegiance to Constable Sally.

'Fuck em,' I thought with a wry smile.

Two days later I finished the plates. This included me pumping massive amounts of mana into the mithril to restrengthen it. I was glad to have learned this trick, otherwise, it would have cost a significant amount of credits to have someone in the Bazaar do it for me. I didn't want people asking more questions or seeing the design.

Now that the plates were complete I could begin mounting them to the underside of the house. This wasn't as hard as I had feared. Being a southern-built house, near a flood area, it was on stilts.

The crawlspace under the house was about three feet high, not ideal for my tall frame but I would make it work.

I had to have Martin help me lever the unwieldy plates into position as I used a bottle jack and some wood to jack the plates against the underside. I used large bolts Martin had procured from a home supply shop in Biloxi to attach the plates to the floor joists.

There were twelve plates in all. I had to guess the amount I would need but I figured eight were enough for my plan. The rest were just for redundancy.

I referred to these plates as the pusher plates. I had eight other plates that were directional control plates that would need to be mounted on each face and each corner. Then I needed to add the reinforcing along the outer walls.

Martin did his best to keep his sister out of my hair while I worked on the exterior plates. I started with the backyard and sides of the house while it was dark. I stopped and moved to the inside.

Each plate had a thin strip of rune-etched mithril going to it. All of this mithril ran to a small storage closet I had cleared out. In the center stood an obsidian plinth with the large mana heart inset into it. All of the silvery lines running up the black material reminded me of a circuit board.

I fed mana into the gem until I ran low. This was a daily exercise as time permitted. I didn't need to worry about the power rushing out into the lines of mithril as I had added a control panel of sorts. It allowed me to do a few things. One was to feed power into the levitator plates, with a simple sliding power scale that allowed me to slowly ramp up or down the power. It wouldn't be good to be at max height and come crashing down.

The next control was for an energy shield, similar to the one Frathsar had used to protect his wagon. It was unused as of yet. That was one of the items I had to cut as we ran short of material. The other was the last control function I had added, although, there was room for more in the future. That control was for a stealth field. I didn't actually know if I could get it to work but I was optimistic. Hell, if I could get an entire house to float, making it invisible should be easy.

As for the shield array, that I had already tested with a simple steel plate. That could have been part of my power draw issue but I wouldn't know until I fully implemented it. Right now we had four mana generators prepped to supply power to a shield that protected the front of my building. I expected there to be an altercation once Martin's sister saw my building changes.

I was proven right the day after when I was completing the front of the building. I, of course, had started well before dawn to avoid any attention for as long as possible. I was attaching the last directional plate and getting ready to add the mithril strengthening strips when I spotted an angry woman storming down the street toward me.

I sighed and slid down the ladder, heading inside. I flipped on the generators and grabbed the remotes that came with them, shoving them into the pocket of my ratty hoodie. The thing was barely holding together but I couldn't part with the single remaining piece of my old life. I knew it was ridiculous but I didn't care.

I heard yelling from outside, "Paul, get out here now!"

I opened the front door and stood at the edge of the porch. "Howdy, Sally, what brings you here on such a fine day?"

I watched with an amused smile on my face as the woman's face turned bright red in anger.

"You aren't allowed to make changes to your house without approval from an official," she forced out through clenched teeth.

"Hmm," I said, scratching my chin. "I don't recall that rule being brought up before."

"It's new as of last week," she replied, building up steam for an argument.

"Well, then I apologize, I was not informed."

Her argument fizzled out at my acknowledgment. "Wha-" she spluttered.

She recovered quickly, "then you need to take down the changes you made."

"No."

"No?"

"Did I stutter? I said no," I replied, looking the fuming woman in the eyes.

A slow smile replaced the angry grimace that seemed to be perpetually stamped onto the woman's face when she wasn't trying to pretend. "Then with the power given to me by the system as Constable of Arman, I declare you a criminal. You are under arrest," she added with a triumphant smile.

I rolled my eyes, I was surprised she even bothered but not at the message that popped up.

You have earned the title Criminal of Arman. All citizens of the city can see this status and with have a 50% damage bonus against you

"Well, you seem to have finally got your wish, not like I can do anything now," I said, slowly pulling my hands from my hoodie pocket and holding them out in front of me, ready to be cuffed. "Well, you going to take me in or what?"

"If you try anything your life will be forfeit," she replied.

I simply nodded, looking at the large group of people gathered to "assist" her.

She fairly skipped across the sidewalk and toward the stairs to my house. The self-satisfied smile was wiped from her face when she ran face-first into the shield, falling on her ass.

I laughed, a deep belly laugh at the confused woman. Nervous mumbling from her sycophants stopped abruptly as she turned an angry gaze upon them.

"Paul, you son of a bitch," she screeched.

I gave her a two-finger salute as I laughed my way back into the house. The shield wouldn't keep her away for long but I had added other countermeasures to the house. It would keep them scratching their heads long enough for night to fall and for us to leave.

"You really got her riled up," Martin said, glancing out one of the side windows.

I shrugged, walking over to the mana generators and topping them off. It would give the shield another minute. 'Let the woman pound away uselessly at it.'

She did more than pound away at it as magic slammed into the shield causing it to drain much faster.

It was going to be a long few hours.

The shield failed a minute later as a blast rocked the house. Of course, that energy was converted by the large mana heart tied into the structure. I picked up on that nifty trick when trying to free Fiona. They would need to pump over a hundred thousand mana into the building before the gem gave out. These weren't the defenders of the city so with their relatively low levels that would take them days at best.

One man ran up the stairs and tried to bash my glass door with an item I had crafted personally. It did not turn out well for him. I had added a stipulation after my first round of items, that stated they could not be used against me in any way, shape, or form. Seems this man forgot.

The System did not. It saw his attack as a direct attack on something that belonged rightfully to me. The man started screaming as he dropped the mace, clutching his face as blood streamed from his eyes, ears, and nose.

It seems the locals thought this was some effect of my house and half bolted. A few brave souls, rescued the man from my front porch as the others milled about outside, unsure of what to do.

Sally had given up trying to break into the house. She probably figured she could starve us out and left ten people to guard the perimeter. Nobody seemed ready to risk my wrath, not that I would even bother. They weren't worth the trouble.

Luckily my backyard was still closed off by a tall wooden fence that blocked the view. I had one more thing to do before we left.

I snuck out the back door and slid under the house, forming a saw using Earth Fist. I used this to cut the supports for the foundation. I cut them as close to the ground and level as possible. They would be my landing struts until I could replace them with something better. The thick wooden beams took an hour to cut through but nobody disturbed me.

Fiona was watching from the roof to make sure the townsfolk kept away.

Time ticked down as I stepped upon the third story balcony. The town was almost pitch black as the moon was obscured by clouds.

Fiona floated down beside me. "Is it time?"

"Yes," I replied, a wide grin spreading upon my face. I wish I could see them when they realized I was gone.

I cast Shroud, watching the area become covered by the obscuring mist. It wasn't rare for the town to get fog rolling in from the swamps at night but it would take them a bit to realize it wasn't natural.

I stepped back inside, using my new tattoo to clear away the spell for me. Martin was still sitting on the couch waiting.

"You may want to hold onto something," I said, "the house may rock a bit at first."

"Is this a bad time to tell you I get motion sick," he replied, feeling his way to a doorway.

"Please, try not to puke."

The man grunted in reply.

I shook my head and walked into the control closet. The glow from the gem cut into the haze of my spell. Not that I needed the glow to find my target.

I pressed my hand into the control panel, activating the runic design with my palm. Light flashed as the conduits surged to life. Ever so slowly I increased the output to the levitator panels. I had to pause as the house lurched and I heard crunching wood.

"Sorry," I called out. "Seems I forgot to cut the stairs free."

The house settled after the stairs had been torn free or off. I would have to check the damage after we landed.

After the house settled I began to increase the power again. Slowly at first, then a bit quicker. I stopped when Fiona flew down.

"We're above the spell."

"Good, time to leave. Hold on."

I turned off my sight tattoo as I pressed the arrow indicating the direction the house would fly in. Fly was a relative term here, drift was probably more accurate. It was by no means a fast process with only one directional plate applying thrust.

"Let me know when we are about to clear the end of the fog, I'll cast another."

Fiona nodded and floated through the wall, keeping ahead of the house.

I had to wait a full minute before she came back. "Now," she said simply.

I cast another Shroud, obscuring us from the ground further. I would only be able to cast one more before I would need to wait for the two-hour cooldown.

We floated just above the other buildings as we headed west out of town. There was a dense swamp in that direction that would prevent anyone from pursuing us if they noticed the flying building.

I got a surprising prompt after a few minutes.

Congratulations, the Mana System has recognized your unique achievement and unlocked the second tier of your intelligence attribute

I laughed, a happy laugh, probably the first happy laugh I had had in a long time. I had held onto the points thinking about what to use them for or how to unlock the next level. Now I didn't need to hold onto them, I stuck two points into intelligence and one into endurance. Then I looked at my stats.

Paul Fuller | Mantra Enchanter | Level 16

Strength: 13(+2) modifier x17

Endurance: 19 modifier x35

Agility: 15(+2) modifier x17

Perception: 17 modifier x17

Intelligence: 22 modifier x35

Wisdom: 14 modifier x17

Charisma: 11 modifier x17

Luck: 14 modifier x17

HP: 665(732)

Mana: 770

Mana Regen(M): 238

***

"What do you mean they're gone?" Sally said angrily.

She finally had that pompous outsider right where she wanted him and these idiots let him escape.

"Well, you have to see it to believe it," Thomas said, running beside her.

The two rounded a corner to see a crowd standing around looking at a vacant lot. A vacant lot that should have held a three-story building with a tattoo parlor.

"What the fuck?" she exclaimed, coming to a stop.

"We think they teleported or something during the night, the fog was so thick we couldn't see what was happening. One man reported hearing wood being wrenched apart, then utter silence. When the fog lifted ten minutes later it was too dark to see. The men were too afraid to approach, after what happened to John. So they didn't notice the building was gone until the sun started to rise."

Sally balled her fists tight and shook with rage. The man had fooled them all yet again.

            

    
        Chapter 80: Maiden voyage

    
    
    
    
                I would like to say that the flying house was a perfection of magical engineering. That would be a lie. I stumbled against the wall as the house was rocked by a gentle breeze. Cutting corners on resources had made for an interesting ride.

Every little gust of wind caused the building to rock back and forth until the levitator plates could compensate for the motion. Martin clung to one of the doorways, eyes closed as he slowly breathed in and out.

"Can we set down yet?" Martin asked.

"Not yet, there isn't anything but swamp below us. Fiona is scouting for some high ground, large enough for us to land," I replied, wishing I had factored in this issue beforehand.

The fact was we hadn't gone all that far from Arman, ten or fifteen miles during the entire night. The winds from the west slowed our forward progress substantially, another shortfall of not enough pusher plates.

Another strong gust of wind sent the building tilting wildly. This time I was forced to brace myself in the hallway so I didn't go flying into the wall.

The problem stemmed from the fact that we had to fly above the trees. I did learn one interesting fact. Since our height above the trees was minimal the power output of the plates was significantly reduced.

Fiona took the opportunity to fly through the wall. "I found a landing spot, turn to the north, it's about two miles," she said excitedly.

"Thank god, bout time we get some good news," I exclaimed enthusiastically.

"Never thought I would miss the ground," Martin replied, "no offense, Paul, but I feel like bricks aren't meant to fly."

I chuckled, "It'll get better, just need some more funds and resources to improve the ride. We will limit our flight time to short trips until that can happen. I also think we should scout out our path ahead to find suitable landing spots."

Martin nodded, still clinging tightly to the wall.

"We're almost upon the landing spot!" Fiona yelled, "I will guide you in."

"That's what she said," I mumbled.

I heard Martin snort.

Following Fiona's instructions, I managed to set the house down on a shallow hill, devoid of trees. The house came to rest at a slight angle, sinking slightly into the soft dirt.

As soon as the house settled Martin stumbled outside. He was breathing heavily and didn't quite manage to keep his lunch down any longer.

"Ugh... I'm not getting back in there until you make it more stable," Martin said, spitting to clear his mouth.

"Yeah, sorry about that. I can probably rig something up temporarily but we're going to need material. Fiona, did you spot any buildings or houses in the area?"

"I think I saw a building north, along the river," she replied, pointing in the direction.

"Ok, we will rest for a few hours then make our way to the building to see if we can scrounge the materials necessary."

Martin nodded, wiping his mouth. "You sure it's good to leave the house unattended?"

I looked at the house and shrugged, "not much we can do about it without more materials. I can lock down the doors but that won't stop anyone who's really determined to get in."

"Then shouldn't one of us stay and watch the house?" Martin asked.

I smiled, "if you want to rest longer all you need to do is ask."

"Fine... I need rest, that flight took a lot out of me."

I nodded, "alright, but I'm charging you for any dents or dings on my baby."

"Yeah, yeah, it'll be in pristine condition when you return, heck, I'll even give it a wash for ya."

I laughed at that, patting the man on the back. "We'll be back by night."

I followed Fiona as Bella made her way through the swampy ground. This far from Arman we needed to be careful of larger predators, especially those changed by the system. Other than a few distant splashes of gators or turtles, sliding into the water, we weren't attacked.

Eventually, a tin building came into view with a dock beside it that led into the slow-flowing river. I saw an airboat tied up next to the dock. It bobbed slowly up and down with the lapping of the waves. This caused me to come to a stop.

Something felt... off. It took me a few seconds to realize what. It was the boat. It wasn't covered in algae or grime from sitting in this wet swampy environment.

"Fiona," I whispered, "can you check the building? I'm getting a feeling this place may not be abandoned."

She nodded, going invisible. I waited with my staff in hand for Fiona to return. She returned a couple of minutes later.

"There were people inside," she said.

"Were?"

"Something got to them, it appears to be a recent attack, likely within the day."

"Shit," I hissed. This news did not make me feel better.

I rubbed Bella's feathers, "wait here and keep an eye out. Fiona, let's go."

I walked up to the building, keeping my eyes open for anything. As we got closer I noticed the building was a bait and tackle shop. The door was creaking as it shifted in the breeze.

I pushed it the rest of the way open with my staff. The inside of the building looked like a charnel house. I scanned the room before stepping inside.

Blood was splattered high on the walls. It was immediately apparent that this butchery was not done by an animal. The cuts were too clean and the splatter looked like it had come from someone swinging a blood coated weapon repeatedly up and down. I had witnessed similar effects during my time as a slave. Mostly from my own blood being splashed around.

Fiona returned while I was inspecting the room and the bodies.

"No signs of anyone or anything in the area but I did find some tracks leading into the water."

"Tracks? That isn't that surprising given the area."

"I would normally agree but these are tracks from a bipedal creature," Fiona replied.

I couldn't do anything for the dead and I didn't need to stir up trouble with another local creature. Perhaps if I had come across this scene before my enslavement I would have a differing opinion.

"Keep watch, I think this place has enough material for me to use but it's going to take some time to recover."

"Alright," Fiona answered, "just try to hurry."

I moved over to the old bait fish tanks. They were made from relatively thick stainless steel. Now I just needed to cut them up.

My staff flared with fire and earth. I touched the tip of my staff to the tank, watching it heat up as my staff slowly melted a line down the tub. This was going to take some time.

Fiona floated through the wall ten minutes later, in a hurry, "we have company."

"Shit, I'm not done yet."

"Well, we're out of time."

I swore and grabbed the two plates I had managed to cut out, storing them in my ring before rushing out the door.

Fiona pointed and I watched as three blue-skinned humanoids emerge from the water and clamber onto the dock. They were carrying crystalline halberd type weapons and pointing them in my direction.

"Whoa, easy there fellas, we were just leaving," I said, holding my arms up.

"We know well you humans. You pillage and plunder our river and kill off our young. It matters not that you are from a different world. You are all the same, and you must die."

The three rushed at me, forcing me to lower my arms and block a rapid thrust at my neck. I took a step back and used the time to cast Identify.

Jokimies | Level 19

The creature stepped back and slashed his halberd at my torso, sending a blade of water slamming into my armor's shield. I stumbled back from the blow before jabbing my staff at my attacker and casting Stunning Gust. A blob of molten rock shot out and impacted the jokemies, causing it to burble out what I assumed was a scream of pain.

It didn't seem to do as much damage as I had hoped, not sticking to the creature's wet skin.

I heard another burbling hiss of pain as Fiona attacked one while the third lunged at me, only to pull short as Bella came from around the building, nearly biting the creature's arm off.

The three creatures backed off to cover each other better, eying the three of us warily.

I could tell the one I injured was favoring his other side.

"You will pay for harming us!"

"You attacked us first."

"You may keep your lives today but forever will you fear the water, for we could be anywhere."

Before I could stop them, the three dove into the water.

"What. The. Fuck."

The fight had been as confusing as it was quick. At least now we knew who had killed the two humans.

Fiona watched for them to return while I quickly finished cutting out more plates. I cut out six more plates before deciding we had spent enough time here. There was no point pushing our luck and having them come back with reinforcements.

We made our way quickly back to the house.

Martin was still resting on the couch, a cloth over his eyes. That little flight did take a lot out of him. I decided to let him rest while I moved to the upstairs room where my worktable resided.

I spent the rest of the day carving the runes into the subpar material. The effect of the plates was maybe 20% of my custom-built ones and I doubted they would last more than a few days of use. At least with these installed the house wouldn't sway so violently.

Speaking of, I grabbed the plates, storing them into my ring before heading outside. I smelled something cooking as I headed down to the second floor. Martin was cooking up some pork sausage on the stove. I wondered about that before remembering we had multiple mana engines.

"That smells delicious, did you make enough for me?"

"Only if you managed to solve the rocking issue with the house," Martin replied.

"Working on it. It won't be completely resolved but it should be significantly reduced."

"Well, I guess that's better than nothing," he stated in resignation. "Grab a plate, I made plenty."

"Where did you even get sausages?" I asked curiously.

"Um.. you remember that farm, where we drove off those beasts?" the man replied with a mouthful.

I nodded, chewing on the delicious food.

"He made them for us. Well, Joshua, Clem, and I, as a thank you of sorts."

"Well, if I ever meet the guy I'll have to thank him."

"Amen, brother, amen."

After the meal, I got to work attaching the new plates to the house. Two for each of the long sides and one front and rear. It was a good thing the mana control lines I had run accounted for additional plates to be added. If not there would be no way to power or control them through the central control crystal.

After making sure everything was secure I headed back inside. We would fly through the night and land in the morning. I started the power-up sequence, causing the house to shake as the stilts pulled out of the dirt.

The house quickly settled a noticeable difference from before. I increased the power until we were once again flying above the treetops.

"Martin, you want to fly while I get some sleep?"

"You sure? We won't crash or anything will we?" Martin asked nervously.

"Not as long as we don't run out of power or you don't adjust the power output."

"Alright, get some sleep. I guess I can just yell if something goes wrong."

I nodded as I headed to the couch to get some much-needed rest. This way I would be close if something did go wrong. Although, I had faith in my design.

            

    
        Chapter 81: Precipice

    
    
    
    
                I awoke as the couch I was sleeping in lurched violently below me, throwing me across the room. I covered my head as I slammed into the wall, triggering my shield. When I came to my senses I heard Martin yelling.

"Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit!"

"What's going on," I screamed, trying to get to my feet. Everything felt floaty. That shouldn't be possible unless we were falling rapidly... oh, oh shit.

I grabbed the wall, heaving myself forward and down the hallway to the control room.

"Paul, thank god you're awake. I'm not sure what's going on. All of a sudden we started plummeting from the air but the crystal still has power and the power output hasn't changed."

I pulled myself into the small room and over to the control console. "Hold on, this may hurt."

I waited for Martin to grip the doorframe before jacking up the power output to max. I had noticed that the power of the crystal was dropping fast even though we were still falling. With my change in output, power rushed out of the crystal in a torrent. I felt the weight of gravity kick in as I was shoved to the floor, the power of the levitators trying to reverse the plummeting height of the house.

The force multiplied as the house came to a stop, then shot back into the air as the power of the levitators overcorrected. The house bobbed up and down like a cork in water for a minute until it reached equilibrium. I looked over at the passed out Martin, shaking him awake.

The man started, looking at me with concern, "did I break it?"

"No," I said, slumping back against the wall, "I'm not sure exactly what happened but I have an idea. I need to take a look outside before I'm certain. Can you keep an eye on the crystal's power? We used way too much to stop the fall. If it drops below two hundred slowly lower the output so we can land."

Martin nodded, picking himself up off the floor.

I stood up as well, walking to the back door on wobbly legs. When I opened the back door I saw the problem. High above was the treeline we had been flying over. It seems we had fallen into a deep crack in the land that dropped well over a thousand feet. The walls were sheer rock, heading diagonally from the southeast to the northwest.

When we were falling I had reduced all forward thrust to zero to help reduce the draw on the crystal. It was a good thing I had, our fall had carried us almost entirely across the floor of the chasm. When I looked around the side of the building we couldn't have been more than fifty feet from the wall.

Brackish water dripped from the top, pooling in small pools at the bottom before running off to the west. Movement in the shadows drew my gaze. My eyes watched creatures flit about in the gloom.

One tried to leap at the house with its grotesque limbs. It didn't get near the house but it got close enough for me to use Identify.

Rift-Stalker | Level XX

"Oh shit!"

I rushed back into the house, one might not be a problem but I had seen dozens of shadows moving around in the gloom.

"Martin, we gotta go."

"Huh," the startled man said as I rushed into the room.

I immediately rotated the house and put us on a heading northwest. "We have to keep the crystal powered or we're dead."

Already the gem had dropped to six hundred energy. Martin put his hand on the gem, pumping mana into it and slowing the drain. It went from dropping ten mana a minute down to one. He just didn't have the mana capacity to stop it.

Once I made sure the house was heading in the right direction I assisted in pumping mana into the pedestal. I also took a risk, slightly lowering the output of the plates keeping us aloft. The house dropped ten feet closer to the floor, further reducing the power draw. It was enough for it to level off with Martin supplying his mana to the crystal.

Even from inside the house we could hear the beasts screeching eagerly as they leaped toward the bottom of the house. I fed my mana into the crystal along with Martin, slowly raising the stored mana.

A few minutes later Fiona rushed through the house to find us.

"Oh gods, are you two alright?" Fiona asked in concern.

"Yeah, what took you so long?"

"I was scouting our path, I noticed the deep chasm but didn't think it would pose a problem for your levitators. When I realized you were no longer behind me I came looking. It took time for me to realize you had fallen into the depths."

"Ok, can you make sure we're maintaining the correct heading?"

Fiona nodded, rushing out.

Less than a minute later the house lurched, followed by Fiona rushing in.

"We have a problem, one of the creatures from below managed to grab onto the posts hanging below the house. I tried attacking it but it can see me and one attack nearly killed me"

"Shit! Martin, keep feeding the gem, I'll try to knock it off."

I followed Fiona out, she pointed to one of the posts along the side of the house but I couldn't see the creature from my vantage point.

"I'm going to have to fly to get an angle," I said, producing my staff and Imbuing it with ice and electricity.

When I was ready I leaped off and spread my wings, quickly moving to the side of the house.

Almost immediately I spotted the deformed monstrosity hanging from the wooden beam by one arm. It was frantically flailing about trying to get its other clawed arm into the wood but the movement of the house was throwing it off. Unlike its lower extremities the upper ones seemed to lack the strength to pull the creature up, for that I was thankful.

I didn't waste any time, flinging a stunning gust at it.

The creature wailed in pain as its beady red eyes focused on me, all eight of them. An involuntary shudder ran down my spine at this. The creature lashed out in my direction trying to tear me apart but falling short.

I didn't want to get anywhere near this creature. Area of Denial might protect me but if it got me in its grip and pulled me to the ground I was dead.

I didn't have long to figure out how to get rid of this creature, my wing timer was ticking away.

I looked at the foundation support it had latched onto and got an idea. With a silent prayer that my staff wouldn't explode, I added a third Imbue, this time adding wind.

I whipped two Stunning Gusts at the post the creature was latched onto. The wood exploded as my attacks sliced into it. The chunk of wood the creature held onto broke away and it fell, hissing in rage as it disappeared into the gloom below. Quickly I flew back to the porch, landing with only seconds to spare as my wings vanished.

As soon as I got back into the control room I once again set the power to maximum, bringing the house back up a few more precious feet.

Hour after exhausting hour crawled by as we fed our mana into the stone. Two more times I had to dislodge unwelcome visitors from our underside. After the third time, I chopped a foot off each support, making it much more difficult for the creatures to gain purchase. It was a testament to the creatures' levels that none had died after they fell back into the darkness below.

I did mark the location on my map, calling it The Dark Abyss. I wasn't rewarded with experience for naming the landmark. I pittied anyone who had come across this landmark before us.

Eventually, the light started filtering down from above, causing the creature below to slink into whatever dark holes they crawled out of.

The walls had started to get closer on the sides, forcing us to adjust our course. This actually benefitted us as well. My plates didn't just push below themselves, they pushed a few feet out, kind of in a cone shape. This gave them overlapping coverage but also let them push against objects not quite below the house. This meant as the walls got closer the house started to rise out of the chasm.

It was a slow process and some of the rock outcroppings had already gouged the exterior of the house. I had to halt our forward progress for fear of tearing away the mithril reinforcement lines or one of the plates.

By the time the house rose from the chasm, it was already past noon. Fiona found us a quick and dirty spot to land less than a mile away. I set the house down with a grinding shake. After looking outside I saw that the front porch had collapsed taking the small roof with it.

I sighed, "Well, we're going to be here for a bit while I do some repairs."

"Sorry again about not notifying you of the chasm," Fiona replied

"Not your fault," I said in frustration, "It's mine. I should have considered the possibility. For now, let's just assume anything that isn't trees or dirt and stone a hazard we will need to test before crossing."

Fiona nodded.

"Speaking of hazards... anything around the area we should know about?"

"I didn't see any houses but my search was a bit rushed. I was just about to head out and do a more thorough search."

"Alright. Martin is already asleep and I have some repairs to make. When he wakes up I'll get some sleep. It's going to take a few days to recharge the mana heart if we want to go more than a few miles," I replied, running my hand through my hair in frustration.

"Don't worry, if there is anything dangerous nearby I will find it."

"I know you will, Fiona, be safe ok. I know you took a lot of damage from that creature, you need rest as much as either of us."

She gave me a ghostly peck on the cheek that somehow radiated deathly cold and love at the same time before she flew off to scout.

After she left I rubbed at the spot she kissed, trying to warm up the skin. I wasn't about to acknowledge that it was painful. Turning back toward the house I inspected the damage more thoroughly.

It wasn't all that bad, it just looked like the nails holding the roof to the rest of the house had pulled out. The porch was another matter. The steps were a mess, and some of that was from our maiden voyage. It was a good thing I had Martin gather building supplies before we left. Who needs hammer and nails when you have a mana engine and an air nailer I said with a grin.

First I set about clearing the wreckage. I decided to keep the roof portion intact, lifting it up using my Earth Fist and a bit of metamagic. I pulled out the original levitator plate I had designed, sliding it under the raised roof.

The plate wouldn't be able to move it far but I just needed it out of the way for now.

I fed mana into it, lifting the roof with a groan. I pushed it to the side, setting it on another set of stone pedestals. Then I got to cleaning up the broken wood and stairs. Some of the stairs were salvageable so I put that wood aside. I cut the extra length off the old stair runners to match the new height of the foundation, minus the last step. I wanted to account for sinkage. I also mounted the stairs on hinges so they would fold out of the way during flight and landing.

Once that was complete I levered the support posts back into position and used some of the unused boards to keep them in position.

Next, I crawled under the porch. I wanted to reinforce the porch so I attached bracing boards, connecting them to some of the structural beams. When I felt it was as strong as I could make it I moved out from under the stoop. I brushed the dirt off my hands and walked over to the roof.

This was going to be the hard part. I had to think about it for a few minutes before coming up with a solution. I created a series of stone pillars that slowly increased in height, allowing me to slowly increase the height of the roof until I had it in position. I anchored the roof back to the wall, reinforcing it as I did with the porch.

After that was done I removed the stone pillars and stepped back to inspect my handiwork.

It looked almost as good as it had before and would be far stronger than it was before.

            

    
        Chapter 82: Grimalkin

    
    
    
    
                Ska ran through the forest in a panic. He had been out in the deep hunting when he spotted something coming from out of the abyss. He fled immediately, knowing the creatures that dwelled within were well beyond his level. He ran to his village to gather up a war band to deal with the threat.

His graceful feline legs propelled him through the dense forest with ease, allowing him to speed through the underbrush and towards his village.

Ska burst through the final stretch of forest and into the village. He was stopped almost immediately when Ni'Sha stepped out to block his path, he was forced to come to a halt or run into the larger female.

"Ska... you return early and without a kill, why the hurry?" she said calmly, but her eyes bore into him, causing him to squirm like a newborn kit.

"I greet you Ni'Sha but my business is urgent. I was on a hunt when I spotted something coming from the abyss."

She hissed in denial, "that's not possible, the creatures are incapable of climbing the sheer walls."

"Still, something came out. We must gather a war band and deal with the threat before it finds us in the night."

Ska watched Ni'Sha flex her hands, causing her claws to extend and retract as she thought.

"Fine," she eventually stated, "but if you are wrong you will have lost my flame."

Ska gulped at this as he had tried hard for years to enamor himself with the feisty woman. Still, he did not relent.

Ni'Sha snorted but uncrossed her arms, heading into her hut to retrieve the caller. She returned a minute later with the long tube. She gave the item three quick blows, causing Ska to flick his ears in discomfort from the high pitched sound.

"The call has been sent, now we must wait and prepare."

Ska could already see other females and young unblooded males coming out from other huts to see what the call was about. Ska stepped aside and let Ni'Sha gather the village to explain what was happening.

"We gather the fighters to deal with a threat from the dark. Something has crawled its way out of the depths."

There was some soft growling at the news. When they had first been transported to this world some hunters had found the abyss and made their way down. Only one had returned, speaking of the evils from below. Since then any hunter near that area was asked to keep a lookout for anything escaping.

Soon the village was teeming with returned hunters. There were hisses of complaint as they were forced to wait for the rest to return before an explanation was given. They weren't forced to wait long as the rest rushed back to the village. As the hunters gathered, Ni'Sha stepped up to explain the situation.

The hunters acted predictably, hissing in alarm and worry. Some even roared in outrage, as much as a Grimalkin could roar. The few hunters that had spears waved them in anger. The weapon wasn't popular among the Grimalkin, well no weapon was really, other than their claws. It was difficult to hold weapons with their padded and fur-covered paws. Only those that practiced with them daily had been able to master them to some extent. There was also the fact that none of those were considered the top hunters of the pride.

After the posturing was done the hunters sprinted off, Ska in the lead.

***

Fiona raced back to alert Paul and Martin. She hadn't seen the beastkin in her initial search through the area, only spotting one as it rushed through a field. That wouldn't have been a concern for her as it was moving away but three more had followed it less than a minute later. Then she heard the roars in the distance, followed by the sounds of a large group getting closer.

"Paul, Martin, we have company coming!"

"Huh," I said, looking up from my repairs.

I had moved around to fix the back of the house. I reacted quickly, donning my armor and producing my staff from my ring. I heard Martin come running out the front door as I ran around the house.

"What's happening?" Martin asked.

"There is a large group of feline beastkin heading this way. They sounded angry about something."

"Shit, hows the power level on the pedestal look, Martin?"

"Barely over seven hundred."

"Well, we can't leave then, that would only take us half a mile with the cost to elevate the house," I added.

It was too late anyway, I could already hear the large group closing in. It wasn't more than thirty seconds later that a large group of beastkin ran out from the forest into our little clearing. The three of us stood near the front of the house, weapons at the ready. Even from a distance, I could see their lithe bodies. Standing at around five and a half feet tall they were more reminiscent of a leopard or cheetah than a lion or tiger.

They didn't have the same markings as the earth creatures though, sporting more nuanced color gradients that seemed to blend with the forest. Other than a few straps and a loincloth, they were nude other than the fur. A few held crude spears, pointing them our way.

The group of twenty stopped, seeming confused at our appearance.

"Humans... why are you here?" one of them hissed out.

"I could ask you the same," I said, eying the group.

The creature hissed in annoyance and took a step forward, flexing his claws. He pointed towards the house.

"That's what I saw coming from the abyss, they came from the dark."

I watched as some flicked their ears in confusion.

"I think you need to check your eyes, I built this house here," I said, bullshitting hard.

It seemed that the hunters weren't in agreement as they argued quietly. A sharp hiss brought them to silence. The one that led them stepped forward again.

"You lie..."

I shrugged, staring hard at the creature. "And if I did, what does it matter?"

"It matters...," he growled, "because, you came from the abyss. You could have brought one of the creatures from below with you."

"Do you see any creatures here?" I asked, gesturing around the clearing.

"Not now, but you could have released them into the woods."

"Why would I work with something that wanted to kill me? The answer is I wouldn't."

"You lied once, you would lie again human."

"I don't have time for this. Fight or leave," I said, getting angry.

That seemed to set the leader off as he launched himself at me. I noticed the others stayed back to watch. Hell, he wants a fight he can have it.

With a mewling roar, he pounced at me. I noted that he was significantly faster than me.

I managed to block one of his claws as the other scraped across my shield. I used his momentary surprise to kick him right in the balls. The high-pitched mewl of pain gave me time to smash my fist into his face, causing the cat to stagger backward.

I used the time to reposition and use Identify.

Ska | Grimalkin Hunter | Level 14

Ska brushed the blood from his nose with his paw, looking at it, before looking back at me.

"Insolent human, you will pay for blooding me!"

I smiled, I could have easily dealt with this testosterone-riddled fool using magic but it had been a long time since I had a good brawl.

"Hollow words, come at me ya overgrown cat."

Ska readied to leap at me again and I readied myself for him to launch at my upper torso. Instead, he launched himself low. The move surprised me as he knocked me from my feet. My staff flew from my hand as I landed hard. I felt his sharp claws rip jagged rents across the back of my legs. I screamed more in anger than pain as we fell to the ground.

I smashed my fist into Ska's head, trying to dislodge the hunter. The punch caused him to hiss but he retaliated by latching onto my knee with his jaw. Now I screamed in pain.

I heard a feral laugh as I saw him release my knee with a bloody maw and eye something much more important.

"Oh fuck no!"

Now I had learned a lot of dirty fighting techniques during my time as a slave. My favorite was the ol ear clap. Before Ska could latch his jaw on something more sensitive I smashed my open palms against the cat-like ears.

He shrieked in pain, releasing his grip around my legs. He used one arm to try and lever himself off the ground while he tried to relieve the pain with his other.

I kicked his arm out from under him and used my other leg to knee him in the chin. Unfortunately, that was the same knee he had just bit into and I howled and rolled off to the side grabbing my wounded leg.

I decided I suffered enough pain, using Rejuvenate. The pain was dulled as the wounds started to close and I managed to hop to my feet. It was more than I could say for Ska. The grimalkin was moaning on the ground, holding his ears.

Even though the fight had been quick and bloody I hadn't taken all that much damage health-wise. The other grimalkin hadn't so much as moved since the fight began. I turned to look back, Martin was still there and Fiona was staying hidden.

"Are we done here?" I asked, spitting out some dirt.

The other grimalkin talked amongst themselves before one asked.

"You are certain that nothing followed you out of the abyss?"

"Yes, I'm certain."

"Then we are done," the other grimalkin said, looking at Ska. "Foolish kit, spouting baseless rumors to impress a female. She will hear of this travesty."

After that proclamation, they turned around and headed back into the forest, leaving Ska to pitifully moan on the ground. I had work to do and didn't feel like listening to his moaning so I cast Healing Touch on him. Then I stored my staff and headed back to finish my work.

***

After the pain receded, Ska got off the ground and fled back into the forest in shame. He could explain this to Ni'Sha, he just needed to get there before the other hunters.

Ska hissed in pain as Ni'Sha threw him to the ground.

"I warned you what would happen, and to top it off you were bested in single combat... by a human. How could I ever mate with something so pathetic?" she spit vehemently.

"But Ni'Sha..."

"Don't but Ni'Sha me, leave before I am forced to make you."

Ska didn't need to be told twice, running back into the forest with his tail tucked between his legs.

***

I was finishing up the repairs on the back porch when Martin came out, Fiona had gone back to scouting.

"You have a visitor," he said coyly.

"Huh... who?"

"Go see, I'm going back to filling the gem."

"Ugh, fine," I replied, standing up and brushing the dirt off my clothes.

I walked around to the front of the house and saw one of the grimalkin standing there. It took me a few seconds to realize it was Ska. His ears were flattened against his head, he was hunched over, and his tail was tucked between his legs.

I didn't own cats before the system but I could recognize the signs of distress.

"Ska, I thought we already settled this?"

He looked up, finally noticing my approach. "Human, I... I wish to ask something of you," he said, forcing the words out.

"Um, ok."

"May I join your pride?"

"Huh..." I replied blankly.

"Your pride, group, family, whatever it is you humans call it."

"Um... why?" I asked, extremely confused at his request. I had, after all, just beaten the cat senseless.

Ska clenched his paws before replying. "Because of my defeat in single combat and my mistake about the abyss, I have been kicked from my pride."

"But why is that my problem, why not just go solo?"

"I cannot... grimalkin do not fare well alone. After no more than a week alone our minds revert back to their bestial state and I would lose everything that makes me, me."

"Sounds awful," I replied coldly, "and what would you do if I said no?"

Ska turned his head to look in the direction of the abyss as they called it.

"I would choose the manner of my death before that happened."

I honestly didn't know what to think. I had no reason to trust Ska and the only thing I knew about him was he was quick to temper.

"So... you want me... to just accept you? Why?"

"It is true, our initial meeting was... problematic. But I can pledge my life to you and you will never have to worry about me," Ska replied, going to his knees.

I had to stop him. "No, stop, that sounds like voluntary slavery."

"Not slave, life partner," he added.

"That's not any better," I mumbled.

Ska hissed, "I would do nothing against you but if you asked me to do something against my beliefs I would refuse, that is the difference."

I chewed my lip in thought for a bit. "Fiona, what do you think?" I asked, having seen her return.

"He seems sincere," she replied from behind Ska.

The Grimalkin whirled in surprise, flipping a complete one-eighty while kneeling on the ground. It was an impressive display of acrobatics.

His eyes darted from side to side trying to find her. He let out a startled hiss when Fiona finally materialized.

"You have a spirit companion?" he asked in astonishment.

"She's a friend. Fiona, can you keep Ska company while I go speak with Martin?"

"I would be delighted," she replied, floating around, while Ska tracked her.

I shook my head and headed inside.

"Oh hey, Paul, our guest leave?"

"No, he wants to join me or us," I said with a shrug.

"Why?" Martin asked in confusion.

"He got kicked out of his pride. It was partially his fault and partially mine."

"How so... oh you mean because you beat him in combat?"

"Yup."

"Hmm... well, he seemed like a decent fighter. Bit of a hothead but he did manage to wound you and that isn't easy. That and we could use another person to watch the house and help with security. That would also give Fiona a break for a bit."

I rubbed my chin, "so you're for him joining?"

"It's your call, this is your house. But I think the three of us can keep him in line."

I blew out a breath, "alright, I'll go let Ska know."

Most of the stuff Martin had brought up was stuff I had been thinking about. Especially someone else to patrol around the house and alert us to danger. Fiona was great but she sometimes took on too much. I suspected it was an aspect of the kind of specter she was.

As I stepped outside, I saw that Fiona and Ska were having a conversation. It seemed to stop as I was spotted. If it was important she would tell me about it later.

"Alright, Ska... you can join," I said, the grimalkin's posture almost immediately changing at these words, "but, none of this life debt bullshit. The three of us are friends and you will be a friend as well. Respect us and we will respect you. That's all I ask."

While I let Ska join, I didn't fully trust him. I had been burned too many times in the past. He would have to earn my trust if he wanted to stick around.

"Ska understands, I will endeavor to learn your ways."

"Oh, and you need to get a handle on your anger issues."

Ska hissed, but it didn't sound like an angry hiss, "I will try, it is always a struggle for the Grimalkin to step farther from our animalistic roots."

"That's all I ask. Now, I have work to finish up. Fiona was patrolling around to make sure nothing surprised or attacked us. Can you take over for her until nightfall?"

"Yes... but there are no dangerous creatures near here, other than in the abyss. Still, I will be vigilant," he replied, dashing off into the forest with grace only a feline could manage.

"I always wanted a cat," Fiona said jokingly.

I rolled my eyes, "please keep an eye on him, if he proves to be competent, come back and rest."

She left with a parting smile.

'What a motley band we were,' I thought.

            

    
        Chapter 83: Moving west

    
    
    
    
                A few days passed as I checked the house for repairs that needed to be made. The time was also a good test to vet Ska's competence and willingness to follow orders. We also spent an inordinate amount of time refilling the mana heart that powered the house.

It might have gone faster if I hadn't told Martin to keep half of his mana available... just in case. Fiona didn't have mana to speak of, being a spirit and all. As for Ska, he had very little mana. Turns out as a nascent intelligent species they only got a skill every three or four levels and all of Ska's relied on his endurance.

It turned out Ska was very talkative, almost afraid to be left alone to his own thoughts. Finding out that his species only recently, in the last thousand years or so, developed sentience his curiosity wasn't all that surprising.

Ska wasn't dumb, just perhaps ignorant of the greater world. He knew about the system from traders and travelers from his old world.

There had been no issues with his help during the time we remained at this location. Ska had killed off a few smaller threats and brought in some food. This made Martin happy as he loved to cook.

"What is that," Ska hissed, pointing to the salt that Martin was using to season the meat.

"Salt and pepper, it will bring out the flavor in the meat," Martin replied.

Ska's throat rumbled, "I have never tried flavored meat, the Grimalkin only rarely cook their kills."

"Well, friend, you are in for one heck of a treat."

I let the two talk in the kitchen as I moved downstairs to check on the control gem. Fiona was out doing the last bit of scouting as the night got closer.

I had done a final double-check of the lift plates and the pusher plates. The piecemeal ones I had cobbled together had not held up well. One had to be scrapped entirely and I was forced to move the plate from the front of the house to the rear. The others had fared far better since they hadn't been used as much during the journey. I didn't expect them to last past tonight's trip.

This would mean another trip to find supplies, I doubted we were anywhere near a Bazaar in the direction we were heading, not with the one in Biloxi being so close.

I heard some ruckus from above, something about this being the most delicious thing ever. I shook my head, finishing up my pre-flight check. 'Ha,' I thought, 'I bet I was the only person that could say that about a house.'

The gem was full, a painstaking process with Martin and I being the only two working on it. It kind of made me want to get some more mages but I quashed that idea. I wasn't the kind of person that got along with a bunch of people, even before the System. Now, I was quite picky.

Ska had made the cut, only because he wasn't afraid to attack me and also apologize. I use the word apologize loosely here. He told me he was sorry for losing in our battle and would train and ask for a duel sometime later.

That's more than ninety percent of the people I met could say and it made me sad for the state of humanity.

I went upstairs to try this amazing food before our journey began. I got to admit, it was pretty damn good.

***

I set the house down at the edge of a town that Fiona said was devoid of life. Not that that was a necessarily good omen but it made for a good hiding spot. For once the trip had been uneventful. We crossed the remainder of the forest that Ska's people lived in, passing into a river valley.

There were plenty of sightings and signs of creatures as we passed over but they were smart enough to stay well clear of our path. I couldn't tell if this area of land was pre-system or not. It looked rather normal to me and the town at the far side of the valley looked Earth normal.

It wasn't some weird dungeon either, Fiona had checked some buildings to make sure.

As soon as we set down, Ska practically sprinted from the house.

"Land," he crooned, rolling around on the ground and purring happily.

He had not been a happy flyer, I couldn't blame him. The house was rocking quite a bit more than our second flight, although, not as much as our first trip. Controlling the house was a lot like piloting a boat, more than flying a plane.

As the night wore on the house got more sluggish and more unstable as the wind caused it to rock more. If it wasn't for the wind dying down I may have set the house down in the middle of the night just to keep the floors clean. Thankfully it did and we managed to continue through the night.

Martin was the next one out of the house. He didn't bolt out or kiss the ground in relief but he did walk around, stretching his legs.

"Well... it could have been worse," I said, looking at the two.

I looked around at the abandoned houses and buildings, Fiona was still looking through the town... for anything. I turned to Ska, "how's your nose, Ska?"

The grimalkin stopped rolling around and stood up in one fluid movement. "Hmmm, likely better than yours, but not as good as our animal kin. Why do you ask?"

"I was just wondering if you smelled anything out of the ordinary here?"

Ska looked around and I could see the nostrils flaring on his shorter snout as he sniffed the air. It seemed that the grimalkin had a more catlike snout than their namesake.

"Hmmm, I smell many things. Nothing living... or dead nearby, other than us," he replied after a few minutes.

"Ok, we'll wait for Fiona to return and have a look around."

I wasn't worried about the house. We had plopped it down in what had been an empty lot, that once sported a house. It looked like it almost belonged if it wasn't for it sitting on flood stilts. I did rune-enhance the closet and door where the control crystal sat. It would be nigh impossible for anyone to get into the room unless they had the matching runic plate, about the size of a credit card, that would unlock the door. I also left the teleport scrambler inside.

The device was a bit finicky, it could cover the entire house but as soon as you closed a door that room would be cut off from the device's effects. I was able to test this function with Fiona's help. Since I couldn't use it to protect the entire house that room was the logical choice for now.

Eventually, I would do away with the key plate and tattoo the design on myself and the others. I just had to convince them this was in everyone's best interest. I actually thought it would be easier to convince Ska, than Martin. Mainly because I had ideas on how to enhance Ska's natural weapons, using runes. And if it was one thing I learned about the grimalkin in the last few days is he would do just about anything to become a better hunter.

The three of us walked down the empty street and into the city. It was like most American cities, spread out with residential on the outskirts and commercial areas near the main thoroughfares.

We checked a few houses, managing to find some dry goods that we swiped. There was always a possibility the food had caused the death of the entire town but I somehow doubted that. If it had, there would be dead bodies, food left out to spoil, or even unwashed dishes.

I don't know if Martin noticed the inconsistency yet but all five houses we had checked looked like they were in pristine condition and the people were just out at work. It worried me enough to rub my storage ring in concern.

"Hey, Martin."

"Yeah?" the man replied.

"Do you notice anything... odd, with these houses?"

Martin paused, looking around. "Hmm, now that you mention it, I do. But I can't quite put my finger on why."

I decided to throw the man a bone. "There's no mess."

He paused in realization, "you're right. And this house shows kids in the pictures, there should be at least some mess. Can we check the upstairs real quick?"

"Are not all human houses like this?" Ska asked in curiosity.

"No," I replied, "your village had children right?"

"Yes," Sha replied, hanging on the s.

"Are they always clean and well mannered?" I inquired.

"No, grimalkin children are barely a step above wild animals," he hissed in amusement.

"Well... human children may not be quite that bad but they are overly curious and that tends to make them do stuff adults wouldn't normally do."

"Hmmm," he rumbled, while we headed up the stairs.

I wasn't surprised when we found the same, almost sterile environment, upstairs as we did downstairs.

As creepy as it was, I didn't see any reason for concern... just yet.

"Ok, I think we've seen enough, lets go."

Martin nodded and Ska just growled softly, I understood that to mean affirmative.

We left the house and Fiona found us shortly after.

"There you are. I think I found something, follow me," she gestured.

She wasn't rushing so I figured whatever she found wasn't an immediate concern.

We made our way toward what appeared to be a government building. It was built in the Greek style similar to other capital buildings I had seen in the US. That made it seem out of place as the town was not that large.

We might have passed into Louisiana, but I didn't think we were close to its capital. For the life of me, the name of the state's capital escaped me. Even if we were, I doubted this small city was its capital. That's when another oddity hit me, it was the street signs. It had been months since I even bothered looking at one. These were not written in English, instead, they were in binary. That struck me as odd until I saw what Fiona had found.

In the rotunda, I think that's what it was called, was a large pile of dead bodies. These weren't human bodies but the remains of some form of mechanical humanoid. They all sported some form of damage, from burn marks to gouges, and large caved in sections.

After looking at a few it was easy to see they had been killed by magic and weapons. Who killed them was another matter.

"Any sign of who did this?" I asked.

Ska was the first to respond to my query. "Hmmm the scents are old and muddled," he said, sniffing the air in the room.

"How about you, Martin, anything to add?"

"Afraid not, no skills that would help either."

I nodded, staring at the pile of refined metal. I used Identify to see what it got me.

Gargon corpse

Not exactly a font of information, I really needed to upgrade my skill again.

"You think we could melt these bodies down?"

Martin looked at me with a slightly horrified expression.

I shrugged, "They're dead, not as if they need it."

"But they were alive," he argued.

"Yeah, and so are Orcs but I've seen humans killing and eating them as if they were pigs. At least I'm not killing these myself. Plus they have sat like this for months."

"It still feels wrong somehow," Martin added.

"Fine, I won't harvest their bodies. But I do need to find some metal to make replacement plates or we're going to have a repeat of our maiden flight."

Martin fidgeted at that, giving the pile of metal a second look, "let's get looking then."

It took a few hours of wandering around town but we located what amounted to a factory... or maybe a birth center would have been a better description.

Row upon row of unfinished Gargon hung from the still factory line. As with the government building, there was a stack of bodies that had died due to fighting. Not all of them were Gargon though.

A few human corpses were tossed into the pile of bodies, the smell of rot and decay permeated the area, causing Martin and me to gag. I had seen plenty of death and dying in the last few months but there was just something about the smell of prolonged rot that still got to me.

The four of us moved away from the dead and toward the start of the assembly line. I was curious to know who had set this facility up but I had a good idea that they were in the pile of dead. Someone had taken great offense to this operation, wiping out anything alive.

When we reached the end of the line, we found large tanks of now cooled and hardened metal. It was useless for my purpose as it would take far too long to cut out a usable piece. That turned out not to be an issue. There was a secondary line that produced large flat plates of the metal for use in the stamping process.

"Jackpot!" I exclaimed, hurrying over to the stack of metal.

When I used Identify on the material it told me it was something called steelium.

"Fiona, any idea what steelium is?"

"Magic enhanced steel," she replied quickly. "Not as good as Mithril or more advanced metals, it is usually used for simple enhancements due to its low cost."

"Good enough for me, let's take all we can carry and head back to the house."

"What about the dead?" Martin asked.

"What about them? We can't save or avenge everyone," I replied, "nor do we know who or why they were killed. For all we know, they could have been creating an army to take over the world."

Personally, I didn't believe that but if it helped Martin get over this hangup, I was ok with the little white lie.

            

    
        Chapter 84: Better, stronger, faster

    
    
    
    
                In total, we collected eighty-four plates that were six feet by four feet. Way more than necessary for what we needed but now we had plenty of backups when these new ones inevitably burned out.

Since we had so many extra plates I decided to have three on each surface. It would reduce the swaying considerably, making for a much more enjoyable trip. Also having three along the back and front would speed the travel along, allowing us to go further during the night.

I was deep in thought when Martin came in.

"Hey, Paul."

"Oh, Hey, what's up?"

"We're going to be here for a few days right?"

I turned to the large pile of plates in the corner. "Um, yeah... probably a week or more. Why?"

"I would like to bury the dead."

"Oh... um, ok. Hmm, perhaps take Ska with you for backup."

Martin nodded, leaving to find Ska.

I could only shake my head. I understood he felt bad for the Gargon, though I couldn't imagine why. It's not like he knew them. It's not like the sanctity of the dead was high on his priority list, I mean less than a month ago we dumped human corpses into a swamp for animals to devour. If he needed to do this I wasn't going to stop him.

***

"Hmm, Martin-friend, why do we do this?" Ska asked as he helped carry another of the metal beings.

"It felt wrong to leave them like that," he replied, helping to lower the body to the ground.

Martin had his summons digging a large trench to place the bodies into. Unfortunately, it wasn't one of his larger summon so the process was... slow.

In the meantime, Ska was helping him un-pile the bodies and lay them next to where the pit was being dug. It wasn't until they were halfway through that he found the real disturbing part. Child-like Gargon bodies were buried at the bottom.

The sight stopped him cold and made him fall to shaky knees.

Ska looked to see what the issue was and hissed in anger. He stepped over to Martin and gave him a reassuring pat on the shoulder.

"They are at eternal rest now, friend Martin."

"I know, but who... why?" Martin asked, looking at the highly mutilated bodies of the children. Unlike the adults, these had been mangled and attacked with a vengeance. They sported multiple cuts, missing limbs, and multiple impact marks from spells.

Martin sat like that for a few minutes before he was able to get back on shaky legs and continue this gruesome work. He had to do it through blurry tear-streaked eyes but he did it.

It took two full days for Martin and Ska to bury the dead. He did not talk about the atrocity the first night, letting it eat away at his soul. Coming upon scenes like this was one of the prices his class required. When he had chosen the class it had been a bad time in his life. His wife had just been murdered by the cartels and he had a gun in his mouth, ready to pull the trigger when the System gave him another option.

He used that to choose a class that allowed him to exact his revenge in the most gruesome way possible. The only thing was, it required a blood oath and part of his soul. At the time it was an easy choice to make. And even now he didn't regret the choice as it allowed him to avenge his wife... and unborn child.

***

I spotted Martin and Ska returning as I was attaching the new plates. It had been three days and I could see he was covered in dirt and grime from the work. He didn't talk about what had happened, but Ska had come to me and given me the details.

I agreed it was an awful situation. Children of any type were rare in this new world, most had not survived the first few weeks. The ones that did were kept hidden and safe. I had not run across the third type yet, those that had chosen a class and leveled up. The thought of meeting a group like that honestly scared me.

It wasn't that I was afraid to kill a kid if they meant me harm. It was that someone so emotionally and intellectually immature would be dangerous, to say the least. Slap on power and no supervision and you had a recipe for disaster.

Thinking back on it it was odd how I hadn't seen any children so far. I think the youngest person I had come across had been that one shadow faction kid, and I think he was around fifteen. Other than the corpses I had come across.

And maybe I had a callous attitude in regards to this, but I had seen too much shit, been through too much shit to lightly dismiss any threat.

"I'll be washing up and resting for the remainder of the day," Martin said, passing me by and entering the house.

He didn't even wait for a reply. I turned to Ska, "that bad huh?"

His throat rumbled in assent.

"Alright, I'll talk to him tonight. There is a bowl of clean water and a towel if you wish to wash up."

That was one downside to the house, no water supply. I believed I could remedy that issue with a simple rain collection system but that was low on the priority list at the moment.

Fiona should be back by tonight, she had gone ahead to scout for us. With the new plates, which were significantly better than the cobbled-together ones but only about half as good as the custom-built ones, we would be able to double our distance of travel. Which would take us from moving at a fast walk to a slow run.

With the rough math, I figured we could now cover sixty to seventy miles in a night. Assuming weather and conditions were in our favor. That was certainly better than the thirty we were averaging before. Heck, I could have crossed three times the distance on Bella by now.

Speaking of, Bella and Ska's meeting had been an interesting event. They pretty much hissed and growled at each other until they were tired then lapsed into ignoring each other. I wasn't sure what it was all about and all Ska would say was that it was a measure of one's resolve. As long as they didn't tear each other apart, I didn't care.

I waited until supper to confront Martin. "So... you wanna talk about it?"

"Not really."

"I already heard what was in the pile of bodies from Ska, and it would probably help if you talked with someone," I replied.

Martin huffed in resignation. "Fine, I suppose you're right. Do you know why I really decided to join you?"

"Action, adventure, and to get away from your sister," I replied light-heartedly.

Martin chuckled, "you're partially correct. Mainly it was to get away from the reminder that was the town of Arman. I never mentioned this but I had a wife."

"Oh..."

"Don't worry she died over a year ago. Well... she was murdered over a year ago. The cartels... they ruled with an iron fist, and if you stepped out of line, there was no second chance," the man replied, tears forming in his eyes. "It wasn't until a week after her death that I found out she had been pregnant."

"Oh, god... I'm so sorry," I replied apologetically.

He smiled sadly but continued. "Nothing to be sorry about, you didn't pull the trigger. Anyway, after her death, I spiraled into depression. In the end, I had a gun in my mouth, ready to end it all."

Martin's voice went from sad to angry, "then the System came and changed my fate, it gave me the ability to take my revenge and help the rest of the town free itself."

He took a breath and settled down, wiping the tears from his eyes. "The deaths today brought those painful memories back to the forefront. It was eerily similar to what they had done with the people they killed when they took over Arman. They cut the entire town off from any help, nobody was allowed to leave unless one of the cartel goons went with them. If I could kill them all over again, I would, and I would make sure they suffered long and painfully for it!"

"You don't have to convince me, I've seen the horrors this new world brought on. I can't honestly say they are any worse than what existed before, maybe just less hidden. If you ever see one of these cartel goons, don't hesitate to kill them. I'll back you up a hundred percent."

Martin nodded as a grim smile formed on his face.

***

Fiona returned later that night with some good news.

"I found another dungeon!" she said excitedly.

I looked up from my tattooing slash rune crafting work with a sigh. "I really wish you wouldn't burst in like that, now the project I was working on is ruined."

"Oops, sorry. I just got so excited."

"Well, let's hear about it."

"Hmm, yes," Ska chimed in.

"Well, it's about six hours to the northwest. It's a dungeon called the Jackal Pit."

Ska hissed angrily, "jackals! They should all be dead. Typical that they would make their home in a dungeon."

"So you know these creatures?" I inquired.

"Hmmm, yes. They are like the Grimalkin, recently uplifted to sentience. The difference is they revel in their animalistic nature. Long ago our species clashed until we finally drove them out of the lands. To know that there is a pack this close makes me furious."

"Well, a dungeon is a dungeon, perhaps we should go clear it out. What level was it?"

"Level sixteen but there is also a clear spot to set the house down less than a mile from the entrance," Fiona commented.

"Hmm, it'll be dangerous but I think we can do it," I replied, "point the direction and I'll get us moving as soon as the sun sets."

This would be a good opportunity for Martin to level and Ska to show his true abilities.
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                The house settled with a groaning thump as I deactivated the plates to reserve power. It had taken seven hours to arrive at the clearing, a small hill surrounded by sparse trees and wilted vegetation. The area smelled of sulfur and we had spotted a few bubbling pools in the distance.

Ska was the most affected by the smell, sneezing every few minutes and growling angrily.

While annoying I couldn't blame him, the smell was getting to my nose as well.

"Let's make this quick, I don't want to stay here any longer than we have to."

"Sounds like a plan to me," Martin said, holding his nose closed.

"The foul beasts hide behind the smell, so we are not able to destroy them," Ska growled.

It made sense. If their main enemy was the Grimalkin, why not use their highly developed sense of smell against them.

The entrance to the dungeon turned out to be hidden in a tangle of fallen logs and branches. How Fiona came across it was confusing until I spotted one of the jackals run through the treeline and disappear into the opening. These definitely weren't normal four-legged jackals. They looked more like four-foot-high thrift store werewolves.

The first thing I heard was the distinctive laughing, right before six of the creatures rushed out of the entrance and straight at us.

Ska was the first to act, leaping at one of the creatures. The surprised jackal missed slicing Ska with its spear as it was knocked to the ground. The creatures were fast and I took a slash across the cheek as two came at me. I hissed in pain as my staff blocked the other blow.

The creatures may be fast but so was I. As I blocked the next blow, I slid my staff down the spear, connecting with the creature's fingers. The jackal howled in pain and dropped its spear as it reached up to its now blind eyes.

I smashed my staff into its throat eliciting a wet gurgle before kicking it away. My second attacker laughed and tried to strike me under my arm, only to have its spear glance off my shield. Our weapons clashed a few more times before I crushed their skull with a swipe of my staff.

I looked around and saw that the rest of the creatures were dead or almost there. Ska sported numerous cuts and was covered in blood, most of it from the two jackals he had nearly torn apart. The last jackal was trying to fight off Martin's summoned monster while he peppered it with blasts from his mana pistol. A lucky strike from Martin's weapon hit the creature in the eye, melting its brain. Belatedly his summon smashed its oversized fist on the jackals head with a large crunch, ending the fight.

I healed Ska and Martin. Apparently, the latter didn't have time to put his shield up before taking a spear to the side. It was a good thing Martin was quick-witted and managed to roll away from the blow, leaving only a deep gash instead of a fatal wound.

My wound was almost healed naturally, so I left it to heal on its own to save mana.

"Everyone good?" I asked.

"Yes," Fiona answered back. The other two nodded in assent.

I scratched my chin, "well, we know they are fast and aggressive. Let's use that against them... pull them into a kill zone."

"Ska, can you taunt the creatures and lure them back?"

"Hmmm," he rumbled, "I would rather kill them outright... but I understand trapping. I will do this."

"Good, Martin, Fiona, and I will be ready to ambush them."

The entryway was clear and we found a corner where we could set up our ambush. Fiona turned invisible and she would attack from the rear while the enemy was distracted.

It wasn't long before we heard Ska sprinting across the floor toward us.

"Alright, get ready," I whispered, charging my staff with electricity and ice.

Ska shot around the corner by propelling himself off the wall, narrowly avoiding a thrown spear. He rolled to a stop next to me, facing the way he had come. God how I wished I was that acrobatic.

The jackals weren't quite as athletic as they came around the corner. When the first one spotted us he stopped, causing the three behind him to crash into him, knocking him to the floor.

Ska jumped on the downed individual while I took on two others. A few magical blasts flew past as Martin fired into the last individual. I didn't have to hold both of my targets back long, Fiona stabbed one in the back with her sword causing it to arch its back in pain. With a lightning-quick jab, I shoved my staff into its open mouth. Its head glowed like a jack-o-lantern for a brief moment before it fell to the ground smoking.

The last jackal laughed its creepy laugh before trying to flee back down the hallway. A quick Blink Step ended that attempt as I smashed my staff across the side of its head.

This place was already giving me a headache

Our ambush technique worked for the next three attacks, netting us fourteen more kills. Unfortunately, we ran into a little snag on the next one.

The jackals weren't stupid and they had realized what we were up to, turning the tables by ambushing us.

As we entered a larger room with multiple paths leading off, they struck.

"Watch out," Ska screamed, moments before all hell broke loose.

Over a dozen of the jackals rushed into the room from all sides.

Ska was in his element, diving headfirst into the fight while Fiona went to help him. Martin got his shield up with the warning and I was fighting off four of the creatures. I would like to say it was without injury but I took a glancing blow that nearly blinded me in one eye and a spear through my upper thigh.

I staggered from the attack, casting Banshee's wail to cripple the six in front of me. The four closest to me were stunned but the blast of sound only staggered the other two. I wasn't able to capitalize on my attack due to the fact that I had to pull a spear out of my leg and heal myself.

My attack did accomplish something, it gave Martin's summon time to come to my aid. The satyr-like creature rushed in and gored one of the staggered enemies. It laughed the entire time it was being torn apart. The sound made my ears ring and a headache started to form. I realized something was horribly wrong and used Identify on the creature.

Fiendish Jackal | Mind-Flayer | Level 16

As soon as I was able to realize something was wrong an icon appeared in my vision. I glanced at it to get the description.

Madness: This insidious spell pierces the mind of its foe, unseen until noticed. Intelligence and wisdom are lowered by one point for each stack. Lasts one hour or becomes permanent if stats reach 0. -4 Int -4 Wis

I realized it must be the creature's laughter that was causing the debuff.

"We gotta go!"

"What, why?" Martin asked, blasting another one of the creatures and causing it to laugh.

I watched my debuff tick up to five. "We are being affected by a debuff called madness, if we hit zero, we're fucked. Let's move!"

It took us an hour to retreat from the pit, by then my debuff had risen to nine. I was forced to drag a violently thrashing Ska out by the scruff of his neck while Fiona pushed the creatures back.

I tossed two of my modified slave collars down the tunnel killing anything following us and slightly collapsing the tunnel.

I was barely functional at five wisdom but my intelligence was high enough to see me through. It appeared that Martin was suffering in the same vein that I was. In the end, we sealed the dungeon as well as possible... probably not the wisest move. But it worked and we were able to safely retreat to the house.

My head was pounding even after the debuff had worn off, I wished I had the world's largest aspirin for the pain. None of my healing spells or Cleanse removed the spell. The only thing I could do was rub my temples and wait for the pain to abate. And I had it easy.

Ska had to be restrained until the effects wore off, now he had somehow found a hiding spot under one of the beds and refused to come out. Martin just lay on the floor groaning with his eyes tightly shut. Even now I could occasionally hear the creatures' manic laughter in the distance. Thankfully the effects seemed to have a maximum distance as I watched my status bar closely.

I made a mental note to add a rune to defend against madness or mental effects. This shit was just wrong.

We made the decision to move the house farther from the dungeon, setting it down five miles further west. It took two full days for us to recover, aside from Fiona who was unaffected by the whole ordeal. I envied her for a split second before I remember she had to die to gain that immunity.

At least the whole thing hadn't been a waste. Sure we ended up getting little to no loot, seeing as the jackal's only dropped shoddy spears. No that wasn't the upside. The upside was the fact that Martin finally hit level ten. Apparently, it had happened during our retreat. I congratulated the man, those extra points would be extremely helpful, not to mention the skills.

Speaking of. "Hey, Martin, any interesting new abilities?"

"Oh yeah, I got a few," he said, pulling out his dice.

I noticed they were d8's now instead of the d6's he had before.

"More possible summon's, plus I got a spell called blood bomb."

"Sounds menacing, what's it do?"

"The description says any creature I touch can be set to self-destruct, causing necrotic damage to the target for a period of five minutes. I'm not sure how useful it will be though, considering I hide behind my shield most of the time," he said with a shrug.

"Well, it does say creature, so can't you just use it on your summon?"

"Oh snap, I think you might be right. I'll have to try it, could you imagine my replicator imp with it, assuming it carries over to the clones."

I had to shudder at the thought of a mass of those creatures bearing down on someone and all of them exploding.

"I wonder if causing them to explode would trigger them to duplicate?"

"God I hope not," Martin said, looking pale, "then they would turn to attack me."

"Good point, we'll need to test it in a controlled environment."

The only issue was getting his dice to roll that creature. I already knew from previous conversations that he needed to roll a one, two, and three for that specific one.

Eventually, the talk turned to the dungeon.

"So, do we go back... or call it a loss?" I asked.

Ska hissed angrily, "we should wipe them from the face of the planet... but I do not think I am up for this challenge at the time," he admitted awkwardly.

"I'm going to have to agree with Ska on this," Martin added, "we barely made it out of there with our minds intact, and who knows how deep that place goes, or what other creatures dwell within."

"Yeah, as much as I would like to burn that place to the ground and be done with it, I think you're both right. Maybe in a few levels or if I figure out a way to prevent the madness we can try it again. Assuming Fiona doesn't want to just go in there and kill them all herself," I added with a smile.

"I'll pass, I don't earn experience when I'm alone it turns out."

"Well, that's shit," I said flatly.

"Indeed," she replied.

"Well, since that decision is done, let's keep moving west. I want to be as far away from these creatures as we can be before sunup."

"Alright, I'll go scout the path. You should have a few more miles of clear travel that I scouted before, so don't wait for me to return."

Everyone nodded, going about their business until it got dark enough to travel. Soon we would have to set down and wait for the moon to wane again. I figured another week of traveling at most before that happened. It was just too dangerous to travel when the moon was full or nearly so. It's not like the house was hard to spot, floating above the trees as we did.
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                "Can we set down for a few days?" Martin moaned.

I agreed with the man, we needed some downtime. It had been over a week of constant travel. With the way the house rocked, it was pretty exhausting. Our westward journey had come to an abrupt halt when a mountain range blocked our path. Technically, we could levitate over the mountains but with their extreme height, it seemed like an unnecessary risk. We decided to head south and hope that the desert was still where the ocean had been.

"Yeah, I was planning on setting us down when we reached the desert or found a way through this monolithic mountain range."

I had actually thought we would have come across the desert by now but maybe we had gone farther north than I realized. Even Fiona's scouting hadn't located the desert. The land was rocky and barren with small stands of sickly-looking trees. There were little to no signs of earth-like life in the area.

We had spotted a few rock creatures ambling about the terrain, but they seemed content to meander and ignore us as we passed. That was probably for the best since the creatures looked like an earth variant elemental, and we all knew those were a pain in the ass to fight. It was also why I chose not to set down in this area.

A plateau was our first indication that the terrain was changing. Fiona had flown back to warn us about the change, and the fact that a town resided less than a mile south of that, with the ocean beyond.

The problem was getting the house over the sharp rise of the plateau.

"Hold on, I gotta boost us to max height."

As we neared the rise, I started slowly increasing our height. This would make for a smoother transition. Still, the house shook and rocked as we climbed over the edge. I made a mental note to look into the issue when time permitted to see if I could smooth the ride out. The house gave one last lurch forward as we completed the transition.

I reduced power until the house was only skimming five feet above the ground. This would help hide our approach even if it was still night out. The town we were approaching didn't have a wall, it didn't need one. It had the mountain range on the west side, the plateau on the north, and the ocean to the south. My guess was the plateau covered the east as well.

According to Fiona the town was quite spread out, with farms and buildings over a wide area. This would work to our advantage as she had located an empty plot of land that once had a house. I deftly maneuvered the house into position, having to rotate it almost a hundred and eighty degrees to line it up with the street, then set it down. It didn't even stand out all that much as there were a few other three-story houses similar in design on the same street.

"Perfect," I said, clapping my hands once. And no I wasn't one of those people that clapped for a safe landing... I was just happy we could rest.

"Alright, I'm going to bed. I figure we got four or five hours before sunrise and I'm beat."

"Sleep well, Paul," Fiona called.

"I think, I'll take a look around the neighborhood," Martin said, standing up and stretching his sore legs.

"Mmm, Ska will come with."

I waved the two off and wished them a safe journey as I walked up the stairs.

***

"So this is a human village?" Ska asked quietly.

"It is. It reminds me a lot of my hometown," he replied, looking at the southern-style homes. The only difference here was they weren't set on stilts to keep them above flood water. But all the southern charm still existed with a hint of Spanish influence creeping in due to its proximity to Texas and Mexico.

There were no signs of people on the street, but that wasn't a surprise given the early hour. Martin did see a few flickers of candlelight coming from a few homes so they knew people at least lived in this town.

They were rounding the block when Ska stopped. Martin paused, watching him stiff the air.

"What's up?"

"I smell blood... fresh blood," he replied, turning to face a house across the road.

Martin thought he saw movement through the window and maneuvered Ska behind an abandoned car, shushing the grimalkin just in time.

Two men came out through the front door and walked down the street without a care. Martin didn't recognize the men but he recognized the bandanas wrapped around their arms. A shiver of fear ran through his body. This was followed by rage and only Ska's presence prevented him from unleashing his magic on these men. It was enough to get his emotions under control.

The two of them waited until the other men were out of sight. "Come on, I need to verify something," he said quietly to Ska.

Ska nodded silently and led the way across the street and into the home.

They found what Martin was afraid of in the living room. There were two dead, a man and a woman, both were tied to chairs. The man had his tongue ripped out and stuck to the table with a knife through it. The woman... well she had it worse.

"What is this," Ska hissed.

"A message," Martin replied, "come on, let's get back. I need to tell Paul what's going on."

***

"You're sure," I said through bleary eyes. An hour of sleep had hardly been enough.

"Yes, it's definitely a cartel-held town."

"Well, fuck!"

"I'll go take a look around," Fiona offered.

"Hold up... we don't want to get involved with the locals unless we have to. I propose we enter from outside the town and see what happens. Fiona can alert us if any of these cartel goons show up."

"What about the house, won't it be dangerous to just leave it here?" Martin inquired.

"Not if we make it look boarded up. It won't take me more than an hour to do that... with your help of course."

"You sure that will work?"

"No, my first thought was to take off and leave the town behind. But if what you've told me about these cartels is even half of what they are capable of, these people could use our help. Plus killing bad guys is a good way to level."

Turns out nothing happened when they walked into town, other than a few odd looks at Ska.

We walked around town, purchased a few things, and left, all without any issue. Once we were out of sight of the town and Ska was sure nobody had followed us, I took out my invisibility tent.

I knew Fiona could find us so I motioned for the others to step inside and I followed, closing the opening and activating the spell's effects.

"Ok, this should hide us in case we were followed but keep quiet because it doesn't block sound."

"Hmmm, someone did follow us around town but I could not see them," Ska rumbled quietly.

"Yeah, I'm not surprised," Martin replied, "they tended to keep a low profile even before the System. Now with skills, they may only show themselves to deal with trouble makers."

I rubbed my chin in thought, before smiling.

"What's so funny," Martin asked in concern.

"Oh you know me, just thinking. I'll let you know after Fiona returns."

She floated through the tent a few minutes later. "It's clear. There were a couple of people watching you but nobody approached. The townsfolk didn't appear to be any the wiser and nobody looked worried or frightened."

"Good. Now for my plan," I said, smiling wide.

We waited until dark and make our way back to the house. I made sure to utilize my all-seeing-eye tattoo. Nothing hidden appeared and I removed the boards from the door. My plan was a simple one, stir up trouble until the cartels were forced to send someone to deal with us. The best way to do that was to enhance the local's weapons. That would be too much for an organization bent on controlling a populace to ignore. Eventually, they would come to deal with the trouble makers.

I did make one more change after removing the boards over the windows. Instead of requiring an oath for every bit of weapon or armor I made, I simply added runes to my door frames. This way anyone that passed through was automatically agreeing to the oath as soon as they took a weapon or armor out with them.

This actually solved some issues I had had with my previous verbal agreement. Namely, skills that may let people lie or somehow undo my oath. If they didn't know they were under the terms of an oath they couldn't break it. That last bit was the tricky part but the Odin rune came in clutch again.

Of course, it had to be tested. I made a quick rune plate. Another perk of doing it this way was the ability to modify the oath on the fly. I changed it so Martin would only suffer a minor headache and be unable to drop the item if he broke the oath, at least until I released him from the magic.

"Are you ready to test it?" I grinned at Martin.

"Only if you stop smiling at me like a fat person at a buffet."

"Fair enough," I added, dropping my creepy smile.

He motioned for me to hand him the plate and he walked out the door activating the oath.

"Well?"

"I didn't feel anything," he replied.

"Ok, try hitting me with it."

He slapped me hard on the arm and I flinched in surprise. "What was that for?" I asked rubbing my elbow.

He shrugged, "It works, I can feel the headache and I can't drop this plate."

"Serves ya right," I mumbled. I let him suffer the headache for a few more seconds before verbally releasing him from the oath. He was able to drop the plate and his headache went away. That done, my real oaths were going to be a bit more bite to them than a headache.

Now that the oath was tested and working, I got to creating the most important thing for my plan... a sign. How else would people know I could sell magical weapons. I guess that wasn't true, I didn't actually have any weapons to sell. Martin had sold them all to get funds for the house project. I changed the phrasing to say magical enchantments instead.

"Check it out," I said, turning the sign towards Martin, who was relaxing on the couch.

He whistled appreciatively. "You should add first enchantment free, that way it brings people in quickly."

"Ha, that's perfect," I turned the sign around and painted the words on the sign. It looked half-assed but it would work. I quickly went outside and flew up to place the sign on the roof over the porch.

Now I only needed to wait until morning. But first, some sleep.

            

    
        Chapter 87: Open for business

    
    
    
    
                Kurt walked quickly down the street. He was in a hurry but didn't want to spook the locals. Unlike most of the town survivors, he knew what was going on. It had all happened the night after the System came into being. At the time nobody knew where they had come from but Kurt learned later that they had come ashore in a drug-smuggling submarine.

Somehow the criminals had been able to paddle the subs to shore. There were twelve in total and two subs. They killed the mayor and the sheriff while giving the remaining officers an ultimatum. Fall in line or their families would be killed in front of them. Two of the town's ten officers took offense at this.

They were subdued by the criminals. Hours later the men returned with both officers' families in tow. They were forced to watch as the men raped and tortured the women and killed the children. Then they killed the two officers.

The message was clear and the rest of the officers fell in line. That was until last night when Officer Richmond and his wife were found dead in their home.

Kurt clenched his fist until it turned white. He knew what got Richmond killed, the man had been trying to recruit people to kill the cartel goons. He had come to Kurt a few weeks ago trying to recruit him. Kurt warned him against his plan but the man had gotten angry with him and they got into a shouting match.

They hadn't talked since. But that wasn't the reason Kurt was heading in that direction. He had received a troubling report that a strange house had appeared. That was surprising in and of itself but then he was told the house was some sort of store, selling enchanted items. Already a few people in town were walking around with these weapons.

He needed to put a stop to this before the cartel thugs learned about it and they killed off these people... or worse used them to enhance their strength even more. What he didn't know is that he was already too late.

***

Carlito punched the man in the face, knocking him and the chair he was tied to the ground. God, he loved the strength and power the System gave him. His men had found this civilian walking around with a magical weapon. When they had asked him to relinquish it he had refused. At least until his men beat him unconscious.

That wasn't why Carlito was angry with this man. When one of his men took the weapon he had been burned severely and ended up losing his arm.

"Tu puta madre, tell me where you got the weapon!" he yelled, kicking the man in the side and eliciting a pained groan.

"I- I told you, from the enchanting house," he cried out.

"Where!"

The man gave him the street name.

"Good. Juan, take Alejandro with you and see what's going on."

The two men left, leaving the injured man on the floor with Carlito and two of his men.

"So, who's turn is it?" Carlito asked, "I believe it was your turn Julio. Clean up after your done," he said, wiping his hands and walking out the door with Diago tailing him.

There was a scream of pain that was muffled as the door closed behind him.

***

"Another satisfied customer," I said as the Barbarian lady left with her new 'enchanted' mace.

Out of the eleven people that had taken advantage of the first free sample only one had requested a second item. That was fine, we weren't here to make money, only to cause a stir and see if we could draw out the criminal element.

Martin was sitting on the couch teaching Ska how to play chess. I shook my head in amusement before walking over to a folding chair. It was a nice day and there were no more customers, so I decided to relax on the porch. 'I really wish I had a rocking chair.'

I was relaxing with my feet up, for about ten minutes, before an angry-looking large Scandinavian man with a buzz cut stormed down the street toward the house. I raised an eyebrow but otherwise remained seated.

"Fiona, go alert the others, looks like we may have company," I said quietly, hiding my words behind my hand and a fake yawn.

I felt the cold tap on my shoulder letting me know she had heard me.

My eyes followed the large man as he stopped in front of the house. I was a bit surprised that he was wearing a police uniform and armored vest but otherwise I waited for him to talk first.

"You need to stop!"

"Is it illegal to sit on my porch?" I asked, nonchalantly.

"You know what I'm talking about," the man replied.

"No hello, no how ya doing, not even a name, just stop. I really expected more hospitality from this lovely town."

With each word, the man grew redder with anger. I decided to use Identify on the man before he popped like an overripe tomato.

Kurt Longstrom | Praetorian | Level 9

His level was higher than any others I had seen in town. All of my other customers were in the four or five range. That didn't surprise me given the natural barriers that kept the monsters at bay.

"I don't have time for this nonsense. You have no idea what is going on in this town, stop before you cause issues or worse, someone's death."

"Sorry, can't do that. I have customers that desire my work," I replied.

"If you don't stop, I will make you," he said, placing a hand on what looked like a saber.

"Nice sword, I could enchant it for you. Also, I don't think you will have the opportunity," I added, motioning behind him.

The man blanched before turning around. Two Hispanic men were standing ten feet behind him, looking oh so tough.

"You can leave, Kurt," the shorter of the two men said.

Kurt gave me a pleading glance before swiftly walking away.

"You the man that is making the magical weapons?" the same man that addressed Kurt said.

I decided I needed names, so I used Identify on them.

Juan | Stalker | Level 12

Alejandro | Shaman | Level 12

Neither of the men noticed as my scan finished. I saw their eyes flick over to the door as Martin and Ska stepped out.

"I do. So, Juan, Alejandro... what can I do for you?" I asked, getting to my feet.

Calling them by name seemed to set them on edge. Seems they hadn't explored the wider world and learned about identify spells.

I stepped down the stairs, stopping at the bottom. Martin and Ska took up positions at the top of the stairs. I knew Ska could cover the distance from here to the men quicker than even I could. And Martin didn't need to close in.

The shorter man, Juan, pointed a wicked-looking knife in my direction, "you will only be enchanting weapons for our men," he replied in a threatening tone, "or else," he added, running the backside of his blade across his neck.

I took a step forward, my staff appearing in my hand, to the surprise of the two men. "So you're threatening me. You see, I don't take kindly to threats," I added, evenly.

"Me cago en tu puta madre!" Juan said before he turned into dark smoke and rushed at me.

The man was slow, well, not really slow, just slow compared to me or Ska. He slashed at my face with his knife but I easily avoided the blow, stepping to the side. Ska and Martin could deal with the other guy.

Again and again, the man tried to slash me, he did manage to hit me a few times. It was a testament to his skill with a knife, more than his attributes or abilities. The cuts did burn, like acid had been dumped into my veins. I grit my teeth and used Rejuvenate to counteract the pain.

I saw an opening and smashed my staff down. The man didn't even attempt to block, thinking himself invulnerable in his smoky form. The strike passed through his form disavowing him of that notion. Not that that knowledge would do him much good for long.

The man went down in a heap, screaming as my runic-enchantment burned through his body. He blindly swung his knife, trying to hit me but I had stepped out of range. Since my guy was temporarily incapacitated, I decided to check on the others.

The three of them had torn the other man apart... literally. I saw an arm laying ten feet away, a leg or part of one in the road. The rest of the body was black and bloated. I had been so focused on my fight that I didn't even see what they had done. I would have to ask them about it later.

I returned my attention back to the flailing blind man. "Martin, you want to do the honor?"

Martin nodded and walked over, three blasts of his mana pistol brought an end to Juan.

"Well, who wants lunch?"

"Hmmm, yes, I have worked up an appetite," Ska said in delight.

"Excellent, Martin, you go whip us up some grub, I'll clean up this mess."

"Thanks for this, Paul," the man said, clapping me on the shoulder.

I gave him a nod and a return pat on the arm. The man needed this closure.

Honestly, the fight had been anti-climactic. I somehow expected them to be at a higher level. Sure the man was skilled with a blade but that only amounted to so much. The man put too much faith in his ability to take a non-solid form. Thankfully my staff was able to bypass this ability and strike him directly.

I had wondered if it would work on him. Even though I had tested it on phantoms, I couldn't be sure it would work on other abilities until it was tested. And now I knew.

I placed the intact body in my ring. That one was easy to clean up. The other... not so much. I looked at the mess and sighed.

The big parts went into my ring and while it felt like a waste, I used regenerating rain to wash the blood off the sidewalk and street.

I was done after a few minutes so I started whistling a tune as I headed back into the house.

***

Kurt had watched the altercation from a safe distance... and was surprised at the speed at which the newcomers had dispatched Carlito's men. It wouldn't matter though. As soon as Carlito learned of this incident, his retribution would be swift and violent.

Kurt couldn't stop them or become involved further, he needed to keep his boy safe. Now that these people had killed two of Carlito's men, that may no longer be possible. Taking his son out of town was not an option.

He had witnessed the creatures that dwelt past the plateau, had been forced to fight them on more than one occasion when he had tried to flee. There were only ten survivors of that attempt and none had tried after. No... he knew what he must do, but he didn't like it.

Kurt steeled his nerves before knocking on the door to the old mayor's office. Carlito knew he was here, his men watched every entrance. It made the man feel powerful to make people wait. And so Kurt stood there until Carlito called him inside.

"What is it, I'm busy?"

The office was in disarray and Carlito sat in the chair behind a big wooden desk. His feet were propped up on the desk while he picked his teeth clean. Kurt bristled at the scorn this man showed for the once prestigious office, but he kept his emotions in check.

"There are some outsiders that have come to town."

"Yes, I am aware... what of it?"

"I saw them kill two of your men today," Kurt spoke.

Carlito paused, flicking his pick to the ground. He lowered his feet slowly off the desk and got out of the chair. A knife appeared in the man's hand and he jammed it into the top of the desk with enough force to plunge the blade to the hilt.

Kurt swallowed hard but didn't move. The man approached slowly, walking around him without saying a word.

"So you just watched my men die?"

Kurt stiffened at the man's cold tone.

"I didn-," he was cut off when Carlito slammed his head into the desk with enough force to shatter the edge. The blow left his vision hazy and distant as he lay groaning on the ground.

"I will deal with you later," Carlito growled as he left the room.

Kurt could only lay in a daze on the ground from the attack. Blood leaked from the split skin on his forehead and his mind wavered between conscious and unconscious. He knew Carlito was powerful but this level of strength had been a surprise. Kurt was no pushover, having placed more than half of his attribute points into strength and endurance. Now he couldn't even rise from the floor.

He realized he had fucked up by coming to tell Carlito. Now when Carlito and his men finished with the newcomers, they would drag his son in front of him and make him watch while they tortured him to death, before they finally ended his pathetic life.

            

    
        Chapter 88:  Banditos

    
    
    
    
                Martin, Ska, and I were eating lunch when the teleport scrambler started beeping.

"Whelp! I guess our friends are here," I said, putting my fork down and wiping my mouth. "You think they will wait for us to come to them?"

There was a loud bang and the house shook as they tried to bash in the front door.

"That would be a no," Martin replied.

"Alas, they have no redeemable qualities. If they had, maybe, just maybe I would feel sorry about killing them. Nah, probably not," I added, standing and stretching as another bang rocked the house.

"They are persistent," Ska added, looking out the window.

"How many do you see?"

"I can only see four, but I smell more."

I grunted in affirmation.

"Martin and Ska, how bout you greet our guests, I'll land behind them. Feel free to kick it off."

Martin nodded and Ska gave a satisfying throat rumble.

I did not doubt that Ska would attack the first person he spotted. I headed for the back balcony as the others headed downstairs. I heard the clank of Martin's dice as they clattered on the floor. That would be an unpleasant surprise for our visitors.

I didn't know where Fiona was, she had followed the policeman as he left. Hopefully, the man figured she was a skill of ours and didn't realize he was being followed.

***

Martin rolled his dice as he got to the first floor. A red portal appeared, spewing noxious smoke as the summon stepped out. The creature stood six feet tall and looked like a roided up bulldog. Its skin was red and cracked, oozing green fluid that turned to smoke as it dripped from the beast. Its face was a large sucker surrounded by twelve tentacles that were at least a foot long. The tentacles waved around as if scenting the air and looking for a target.

Martin hesitated at the sight of the creature and Ska took a step back, hissing in fear. Martin had to remind himself that it was perfectly safe as long as he didn't lose control of the creature.

"Go forth, and kill," he said in a whispered chant.

The creature gave out a chirping gurgling howl as it bounded toward the front door. Ska beat the creature to the door, wrenching it open and leaping to the side as the creature burst forth, eliciting screams of surprise.

Martin stepped onto the now clear porch. The lesser gluttonous demon hound had one man's arm down its gullet and two others were attacking the creature, trying to get their friend free.

He took the time to look over the other men, focusing on one in particular. "You!" he yelled, pointing to the man standing in the back, watching.

The man looked at him, understanding showing on his face before a dark grin spread on the man's face.

"Well, if it isn't the husband of that puta I fucked and killed. I guess you came here to get fucked as well. I can't blame you, she couldn't stop moaning my name," the man said while rubbing at his crotch and laughing.

"Leave him to me, Paul, Ska."

"As you wish," Ska replied in a sibilant hiss as he rushed down the stairs at two other men.

Paul didn't reply, he just came crashing down on one of the two other free men.

***

After taking stock of the battlefield and seeing eight enemies I was going to aim for the strongest until Martin asked me to leave the man for him. I had heard the man's filthy words and wished Martin luck.

Seeing that three were busy with Martin's creature, Ska was fighting off two and Martin wanted the leader, it was an easy choice. I slammed down on one of the two free men, flattening his skull with a resounding boom of my staff. There were shocked looks as all our enemies stopped for a split second.

That was a fatal mistake for two of the men. I saw Ska tear the throat out of one man with his sharp claws. The other man was yanked from the grip of his friends and the creature expanded its void-like maw to completely devour the man while he screamed. The screams brought the rest back to reality and the enemy reacted.

I heard the leader scream in outrage, releasing a spell. A shockwave of force rippled out, slamming into everyone within a 20m range. Seeing the attack coming I reacted, casting Body Like Stone. Unfortunately, my spell wasn't fast enough to cover my companions before the enemy spell struck. Martin and Ska were knocked from their feet but I was able to resist the spell. Martin's creature was unaffected, as well as the enemies.

This led to... problems. Ska was stabbed in the side and was forced to retreat with a bloody limp. I also took a bloody cut across my arm as the other man, near me, took advantage of my distraction.

The large gash gushed blood as I looked toward it and then at the man that cut me. He had a cruel grin on his face as he watched me, both long knives at the ready.

"That little attack is going to cost you," I growled, casting Rejuvenate on myself. As my wound closed, the man's grin was wiped away. I was still poisoned but I ignored the weak poison as I spun my staff and used Identify.

Julio | Duelist | Level 11

I snorted at this. The man went livid with anger. "Sorry, I wasn't laughing at you, just it seems like every idiot has the duelist class."

That appeared to be the wrong thing to say as the man lunged at me, flicking his blades in and out quickly, trying to stab me. My agility was far superior and I slapped his strikes aside with ease with my much heavier weapon. All the while I kept an eye on my allies' stats and even managed to cast Healing Touch on Ska.

All I was doing was keeping the man busy while my friends fought their targets. I didn't make it easy on the man, giving him a few grazing cuts with the sharp spikes on the end of my staff. I didn't bother activating any abilities or the enchantment on my staff. The man simply wasn't worth the waste of mana.

There was a strangled scream that came from my right and I smiled, knowing Ska had managed to kill off his second target. I could only see one remaining man fighting Martin's creature and he was slashing about in panic to try and keep the creature's tentacles at bay. As for Martin, I could hear him firing the mana pistol every few seconds, followed by an angry scream for his target to die like a man. I figured it was time to get rid of my dance partner.

As the duelist retracted his blades I stepped back, sliding my staff behind my back and activating the shrink rune. The man acted predictably, launching himself forward, with both blades aimed at my neck.

My staff, turned mace, snapped out and I deactivated the rune. There was a crack as the heavy weapon slammed into the man's upper chest. He was launched backward by the weapon and I wiped away the two thin lines of blood the man had managed to draw. I Cleansed the poison and walked toward the man. From his appearance and the blood he was spitting up, I was pretty sure I broke more than a few ribs and collapsed his lung.

The man gave me a pleading look. I stepped on his neck and pushed until I heard a crunch, the man went limp and I turned to survey the rest of the fight.

***

Martin was forced to step to the side as the man named Carlito slashed at his face. Martin was thankful that his agility was high enough to keep up with Carlito's. It was only thanks to Paul's buff, but still.

Fighting like this wasn't Martin's forte but he didn't want to hide behind a shield. He wanted to kill this man with his bare hands. It seemed like Carlito had stacked his skills in strength and Martin could feel the broken rib from the punch he had taken when he allowed the man to get too close.

The greasy smile that Carlito held only stoked his anger further. Still, he fired away, hitting the man more than once. Carlito had some ability to shrug off the damage. Martin was forced to watch as Carlito's body flared in red light, wiping the damage away. Martin didn't think it was a healing spell, but something else.

Martin found out where all that damage went. Carlito's hand glowed a crimson red as he punched out, sending a concentrated wave of force barreling toward him. He felt his body quiver under the impact as his organs ruptured. The air forced from his lungs was red with blood as he was launched backward. He hit the ground hard, only to feel a healing warmth flood through him. He turned his head to see Paul, standing off to the side without a care, his staff in one hand and the chanted spell coming from his lips.

Martin spit out the remaining blood and got to his feet. Carlito still had a smug look on his face, even with three people arrayed against him.

"Let's dance, Gringos"

"You got this, Martin, show no mercy," Paul stated flatly, not responding to the other man's barb.

Martin nodded, sticking his fingers in his mouth and giving a shrill whistle. the demon bounded over and Martin slapped his palm onto the creature, activating Blood Bomb.

The creature shook before running at Carlito. The man laughed mockingly and pounded his fists together as his body started to enlarge itself. He was now twice his size and stood over ten feet tall. As the creature leaped at him he went to smash it to the ground with a left hook, only to have the creature explode.

"Ahh!" he roared, stumbling back and trying to wipe the blood and bone from his face. The hand that struck the creature was a ruined mess of shredded skin, muscle, and bone.

Martin followed this attack up with Breath of Corruption, blowing out a cone of tiny bugs from his mouth, that wormed their way into his skin and body.

The giant man was now frantically slapping his arm and face trying to crush the creatures below his skin. Martin pulled out one other skill that rarely got any use. Mostly because he couldn't cast it while under his shield.

An electric green whip appeared in his hand, and he lashed out, wrapping Carlito's good hand in the energy. Where the whip touched, the man's skin blackened and fell away. Carlito screamed in pain and rage and tried to yank Martin toward him, only to cause the whip to dig deeper. All the while Martin fired away with the mana pistol.

Eventually, Carlito stumbled to his knee. He was unable to absorb all of the damage from the three damage-over-time spells. Blood was leaking from hundreds of wounds as the damage continued to pile up. Martin just held the whip and watched. The man's final words were drowned out by the blood that bubbled up. At last, the man fell over dead, his body falling to pieces as the bugs devoured it.

Martin heard clapping from behind him and turned around.

***

I had to clap, that was one hell of a show. I always knew Martin was a badass.

We looted the remaining four corpses. Three had been devoured by Martin's creature and the last had been eaten by his spell. Still, they had nothing special, simple pre-system knives or machetes.

Fiona returned a half-hour later, looking around at all the blood. "Sorry I wasn't here, Carlito sent two of his men to kidnap someone. I decided to stop them before they got there, but one of the men gave me the slip for a bit."

"Someone related to our officer friend?" I asked.

"Yeah, he did kind of sell us out. But Carlito messed him up pretty good before heading over here. I couldn't just let those thugs get to the kid."

"No, what you did was for the best. I'm a bit disappointed with Kurt's choice, but it accomplished our goal here at least... assuming we got everyone."

"Hard to say," Fiona added, "we could ask Kurt when his senses return. I last saw him in the Mayor's office."

"Okay, Martin and Ska, you two stay here while Fiona and I have a chat with Kurt."

There wasn't any argument from the two. Martin was spent from his fight and Ska was still angry he had been injured in the fighting.

***

I lightly kicked the unconscious man, he groaned but didn't wake up. Grunting, I cast Regenerating Rain. Of course, I could have used any of my healing spells but the spluttering scream was its own reward.

"Morning sunshine, we need to have a chat," I said, leaning against the broken desk.

"Wha - how, Carlito should have killed you?"

"Ha, that loser... kill me? No, I don't think so. How many men did he have?"

I watched Kurt's mind struggle with my words. It seemed like he still had some damage from his run-in with Carlito.

"How... many... men... did he have?"

"Twelve," Kurt finally replied.

I did a quick count. We had killed two that morning, then there were the eight at the house. That made ten. Adding the two that Fiona took out, that made twelve.

I clapped my hands, "good, sounds like they are all dead."

"Dead? You managed to kill them!"

I ignored the man as I walked from the room. He kept calling after me, looking for answers, but, fuck him.

            

    
        Chapter 89: Leaving the past behind

    
    
    
    
                Our stay in the fine oceanside town didn't last long after we killed off the Cartel goons. That was over a week ago. Honestly, leaving the town turned out to be our biggest challenge. We couldn't pass over the mountains without some serious upgrades to the house. That left heading north again, back east, or south.

That came with another unknown challenge. Namely the ocean. I had no idea how the levitator plates would react to open water so it had to be tested. Thankfully, I still had my test plate and used that to see what would happen. It did work, pushing the water aside like a boat. I figured that was as close to a confirmation as I could get.

My faith was rewarded as we glided over the open water. I did have to push the levitators to the maximum output to keep us above the waves though.

It was odd watching the cavity created in the water below. I flicked a stone from the porch and watched it splash and sink below the dark water. The shoreline was barely in view as we crossed the gulf. I wasn't much of a seaman but the house was rather stable, more so than a boat.

At first, I had been wary of what the jokemies said about being in or near the water. But none had shown themselves and Fiona didn't find anything other than large fish or other deep-sea monsters. Those seemed content to remain in their watery realm.

It was good we had decided not to go over the mountains, they were expansive. I could easily imagine it taking us over a month to cross the range. Our progress over the ocean was much quicker. Each wave slowed our progress but it was still better than I had expected. Seeing as there was nothing in sight, we flew through the day.

It was a surreal experience floating above the water. I reflected back on just how much had changed since the System came into being. Magic was the biggest change overall, not existing in the old world. Being able to see your growth was another major change that I had struggled with. Those were both positive changes.

Now that I had time to reflect, I could see the negative changes. The bloodlust and the rage that had flooded my mind during the early days was now either under control or a distant memory.

I still enjoyed a good fight but it wasn't an overwhelming sensation. I also had people I trusted watching my back. None of them was without their faults but that didn't matter to me. What mattered was we all got along. Their goals may be different from mine and that was fine. For now, we shared a goal of exploring the world of Earth as changed by the System, conquering dungeons, and growing stronger.

Heck, maybe we could even hire ourselves out as bounty hunters. I imagined there was any number of deranged individuals that needed to be dealt with. That was an idea I would have to run past the others. I had learned to listen to other people's ideas and not flat out reject them. That had been a harsh lesson for me to learn. But being forced to follow someone's orders with no say in the matter made it paramount for me to include the ideas from those I trusted and cared for in my decisions.

I also needed to learn more about that shadow group. I didn't forget what they did to me, nor was I going to forgive them. They had my trust and they broke it, as far as I was concerned that made them an enemy. Then there was what Obidiah had said before I ended his life. If it was true that he had family out there, they were likely trying to find me. If he was any indication of their strength I needed to grow quite a bit before I took them on.

I was in the middle of my thoughts when Fiona interrupted. "I found a place along the shore we can land," she gestured to the barely visible shoreline.

I stood from the chair I had been ruminating in and stretched. "Alright, lead us, oh guiding spirit," I said with a chuckle. It earned me a frigid slap on the arm but it was worth it.

I turned the house and pointed us toward the shore. Fiona hadn't seen any signs of life so the small cove, nestled between the mountains, would be an ideal place to stop and rest.

A small beach of dark red sand made way for massive slabs of rock that ran like thin steps. The spot Fiona had located looked like some of the upper layers of rock had been smashed away by age and water, leaving a relatively flat area. I estimated it to be thirty feet above the waterline. It was safe enough to avoid the random waves but probably not ideal if a storm came through.

Seeing as there were only another ten feet of incline before near-vertical cliffs encircled the entire area, it would have to do. The house looked odd sitting amongst the barren ground. It reminded me of pictures of lighthouses, warning travelers of peril ahead. Even the vegetation was sparse, the few clumps of grass clinging tenaciously to the cracks and crevices in the rocky terrain.

The first thing I did after setting the house down was sleep. It had been days since I had a decent sleep. I still didn't fully trust the house, not after what happened with that damn crevasse. I kept waking up every few minutes, expecting the house to be sinking. Even though we were on twelve-hour rotations between Martin and me. Martin either had more faith in my design or he was just that heavy of a sleeper as he never woke up during his downtime.

"I'm going to scout the coast to see when these mountains end and we can come back ashore. I will probably be gone for a few days," Fiona said.

"Ok, you're all healed up, right?"

"Yeah, the last of my damage repaired itself a day or so ago."

"Ok, stay safe, and come back if you find anything interesting or dangerous."

She gave me a jaunty wave as she flew out along the coast.

I went in search of Ska, finding him engrossed in a children's book. "Whatcha, doin?"

"Hmmm, Paul, I am fascinated by how you teach your young. These books convey so much with such simple pictures."

"I guess," I replied, not expecting his answer.

"What brings you out of the control room... have we set down for the day?"

Ska had overcome his terror at flying and even come to enjoy the experience... though he still wouldn't come outside or look out a window while we were flying.

"Yeah, probably for a few days. We all need some good rest and I need to see how the plates are holding up."

"Good, I will look around... the smell in here is stifling."

"Just be careful. Fiona didn't see anything dangerous, so let us know if a storm seems to be heading this way. We may have to ride it out in this location."

"Very well, I leave you to your rest," Ska replied, rising from the floor with his fluid grace.

He zipped past me and down the stairs. I just shook my head and headed up to my room.

***

I should have kept my mouth shut. A full day had gone by since we landed, I was rested, relaxed, and had replaced some of the deteriorating steelium panels. Then the storm came. I was forced to use Earth Fist and metamagic to bind the house to the rock as wind, rain, and waves slammed against the house.

Fiona was still gone, out scouting. It was probably for the best, we couldn't go anywhere until this storm let up anyway.

The house groaned as another wave slammed into the side. I had learned a trick though. Keeping the pusher plates on the ocean side, charged, blunted much of the force of the waves. Otherwise, I fear the house would have been smashed to pieces by now. I knew there was already damage. It could be seen in the bits of flotsam that drifted away as the wave receded.

With nothing to do but wait, eat, and sleep, I had chosen the latter. So you will forgive my surprise when instead of waking up in a nice comfortable bed, I woke up in a cell.

All of my gear had been taken, even the ring I hid on my... well, let's just say, it wasn't a normal place to stick a ring to and wouldn't have worked if the ring wasn't magical, and resized itself on occasion.

I was left wearing a dirty set of threadbare clothing, that was too short and seemed to be fit for a girthier person. At least they had the decency to give me a thin rope belt to hold the pants up. I looked around the rough-hewn, rock-walled cell. Other than a barred gate on one end, it included a thin straw mat and a bucket.

I tried to stand but was forced to crouch as my head brushed the ceiling. I had to quell the rage inside my heart at being caged again. Quietly I moved to the door and tried to open it. It was securely locked. I quietly chanted my Earth Fist spell, only to have it rebuffed.

"Quiet down in there!" a gruff voice yelled from down the hall.

"Why have you taken me prisoner!" I demanded.

There was no reply, but I felt a jolt run through my body, forcing me to my knees. Frantically I reached up to touch my neck, heaving a sigh of relief that there was no collar there. 'The magic must be built into the cells.'

I tried testing a few more spells, finding out something interesting. It looked like I was still able to cast self targeted spells. I had to smile at this. This gave me access to Area of Denial, Flurry, Seismic Strike, Blink Step, Multicast, Godly Might, Wings of the Falcon, and Eye of the Storm. Although, I thought the latter may not work without a staff. That was fine, if I needed to I could do some serious damage with just those spells. If Martin and Ska were with me, I would have already acted. For now, I decided to wait and see what transpired.

I didn't have to wait long. It sounded like three sets of booted feet were coming down the hallway. There was a rattle of keys in the lock. The door was pushed open and a burly dwarf stepped inside.

"Come with me!"

I obeyed, stepping outside the cell, where two other heavily armed dwarfs stood. The ceiling in the hallway was slightly higher and I was able to stand fully. I followed the first dwarf as he led me down the hall and up a flight of stairs. I was forced to hunch over again as the stairwell ceiling was too low for me.

Eventually, we came to a massive set of double doors, inlaid with pictures of warriors and a great battle. I could feel the magical power that radiated from the doors. Two dwarfs that flanked the doors pulled them open, using the massive gold rings. Honestly, it was a bit ostentatious for my liking but who was I to judge another species.

The room beyond was massive. Tiered seating was on either side of the long walkway. The seats were full of silent judging dwarves. Their eyes followed me as I was led towards a raised platform that had both Ska and Martin chained to it. I had to shove down the anger that threatened to rise at my friends' treatment.

I was chained to the floor along with them. "Hey, guys, how's it going?"

"Silence!" the dwarf guard bellowed.

The other two looked at me but remained quiet. I figure they must have gotten yelled at or worse already. Three dwarfs entered from a side room and sat at the three throne-like chairs a dozen feet from where we were shackled.

As soon as they were seated the center one spoke. "We are here to pass judgment on the crimes of the outsiders," he said, looking at the audience. "Those crimes include trespassing and damage to vital infrastructure. How do you plead?" he asked, finally looking at the three of us.

"Obviously, we are innocent of any crimes. It was your people who brought us here."

The one on the left pressed a button and a holographic image floated between us. "Do you deny that this is your dwelling?"

The image clearly showed our house. "No, I-," I began to speak but was cut off.

"Then how can you deny trespassing?"

The one on the right spoke up. "Was it you that bonded the structure to the stone?"

"Yes but-," again I was cut off.

"Then you admit that you are guilty of both charges. So why do you claim innocence?"

"There seems to be some misunderstanding here," Martin added.

"Do you doubt our competence?" the central dwarf replied.

"No, just that there is some confusion with why we are being charged."

"Let me ask you this then," the one of the left asked, "are you over the age of puberty?"

"Um... yes?" Martin replied in confusion.

"Then as an adult, you are responsible for your actions. Unless you are trying to claim that your mind is enfeebled. I can see that coming from the beastkin," he added, motioning toward Ska, who let out a low angry rumble.

"This is ridiculous!" I growled. "If you wanted people to remain off your land perhaps put up a damn sign."

"Silence!" the council yelled in unison.

There was magic behind the command and I was forced to close my mouth.

"You three will leave our lands in the next day or you will be considered outlaws. As recompense for the damages incurred, we will be keeping your items."

"You're nothing but thieves," I managed to say, despite the magic.

"Enough, we will not bandy words with criminals. Take them to their structure and make sure they leave our lands."

The three men rose and left the room. I tried casting any of the spells I could before and found them locked down by the magic in the chains. I screamed in rage and tried to rip the chains free.

            

    
        Chapter 90: Penniless, but not broken

    
    
    
    
                I woke up on the bottom floor of the house. Martin and Ska were on the floor next to me. The house was a mess, items of no value had been tossed around. Furniture had been ripped or broken and windows busted out. The front door was still intact as well as the front windows. Those I had made stronger with runic enchantments. That was a good sign, it meant that the control room was likely still intact.

The control lines should still be in place as well because they were hidden from view by the Odin rune. I stumbled to my feet, whatever they had dosed us with still affecting me somewhat. After quickly checking on the other two and seeing that they were alive, only unconscious, I moved toward the control room.

The door and frame around the room had dozens of marks from axes and other weapons. But it was still intact, it seems they had given up trying to get into the room. I placed my hand on the door, activating the tattoo on my hand.

The door swung open and the control room remained untouched. I sighed in relief and began powering up the house. Martin stumbled in while I was preparing.

"Are we just going to leave and let them get away with this?"

"No!" I yelled. I had to take a calming breath. "Get the house into the air and I will show them what happens when they fuck with us."

"Let Ska and I join you." Martin implored.

"I would, but you and Ska can't fly or teleport."

That was part of the reason, the other part was I wasn't sure if the dwarves would be able to render me unconscious again. Without knowing how they did it, I couldn't fight against it. I could only hope my Area of Denial spell counteracted their attempts.

Martin grumbled but did as I asked. "Very well, I will control the house. Teach them a lesson they won't soon forget."

"Oh, don't you doubt that," I said, grabbing one of my basic wooden staffs from inside the room. I only wish I had the forethought to store my spare good staff in here.

The staff wouldn't last long but it should be long enough to complete my task. I felt the house rise off the ground as I headed toward the roof. If my little bit of earth manipulation caused damage to their infrastructure, I hoped my plan fucked them over for decades to come.

I watched from the peak of the roof as the house rose as high as it could. I activated my wings and blink step, flying as high as possible. As the spell ended and I began to descend. I cast Aura of Denial and Imbued my staff with Earth and Fire. The wooden staff vibrated as it barely contained the magic.

Then I fell. With a smile on my face, I slammed into the ground right after activating Seismic Strike. The stone around me rippled and split, spewing molten rock and cracking the cliff face. Unfortunately, my staff was not able to support the magic any longer and burst apart.

The initial shockwave blew me clear of the beach. I got to watch as the magical explosion collapsed in on itself, then it expanded again, vaporizing anything it touched. I had a moment of panic, thinking the house might be in the zone of destruction. I was relieved when I was able to spot it from the corner of my eye, it had been pushed farther out to sea by the initial blast. Then I slammed into the water.

Thankfully my Area of Denial spell was still active. I bobbed to the surface and quickly cast my wing spell, flying to the house.

I heard Martin yelling but I needed to see what my vengeance had wrought. The entire cliff face was collapsing and sliding into the waves below. This exposed open tunnels and dead dwarfs. I was tempted to turn the house around and go retrieve my shit when I saw a flash of light.

A beam of white light clipped the roof, sending the house tilting wildly. I was thrown into the ceiling of the porch and landed with a thud. My shield had absorbed the blow into the ceiling but the timer ran out just before I hit the ground. I groaned from the impact but quickly got to my feet. Another blast missed the house and I could see more weapons being moved into the now exposed tunnels.

I probably should have gotten the house farther from here before I got my revenge, but my rage overwhelmed my reason. I rushed inside the house as another blast clipped one of the corners. I could hear tearing wood as the house spun wildly.

I had to shield my face as all the loose debris, that those assholes left when they ransacked the house, was sent flying.

It was safe to say the dwarves were pissed. 'Serves the fuckers right.'

"Paul!" Martin screamed.

"I'm here, set the accelerator to max power and lower our height, hopefully, that will throw off their aim."

I felt the house drop but not before the house was struck again.

"They hit the roof," Ska said, running down from the second floor.

"Assholes," I growled.

I finally made it into the control room and Martin quickly moved aside.

"Hold on!"

I only gave them a few seconds, when I flipped the pusher plates on the left to max power. The house lit up as another blast flew past.

"What did you do to make them so angry?"

"I collapsed the entire face of the mountain."

"What! How?" Martin asked.

"Mostly by mistake. My staff couldn't handle the magic and exploded."

"Holy shit, did you know that would happen?"

"I knew it was dangerous, but not that dangerous. The last time this happened it didn't explode."

"Last time, what the hell man."

I had to pause and look at him, this was the first time I had ever heard him swear. He seemed to realize his mistake and I heard him mumble a prayer of forgiveness.

"With the magical staffs, I had, I could stack much more magic into them before I even have to worry. I was hoping the wooden staff would have held out for a little longer."

"It is what it is, how do we get out of here without dying?"

"Keep juking in random directions and hope we can get out of range of their cannons before they hit something vital," I replied coldly.

The house was rocked again, but this time by a spray of water as a blast flew below the house. I kept adjusting our heading. We did take one direct hit that pretty much obliterated the third floor. That turned out to be in our favor as the house was able to maneuver much faster. After about five minutes the incoming fire stopped. I kept our outbound direction until the coast was barely visible.

"Well, at least they don't have a navy," Martin said as we inspected the damage.

I gave him a dirty side-eye but kept my mouth shut. We didn't need to tempt fate anymore today.

As for the house, it was a mess.

There were at least a dozen hits that had ripped holes into the house. And that was just the glancing blows. The real damage was the third floor and roof. Almost two-thirds of the roof had been blasted away by a direct hit. The rest had collapsed into the third floor after a blast tore out most of one wall.

That meant all of the bedrooms were gone. At least nobody had been up there sleeping at the time.

Martin and Ska helped me push the remaining pieces into the ocean. Other than the rooms to sleep in we hadn't lost much. Not after they had ransacked the house and stolen everything of value. It still made me angry. I added them to my shit list, we would return and we would not go easy on them when we did.

Fiona found us as we were clearing away the last of the debris from the house.

"What in the void happened here?" she asked, looking around at the damage.

"We were attacked. Apparently, a clan of dwarves claimed that stupid rock outcropping as their own. They somehow rendered us unconscious, then took everything of value. They let us go but not before I got some revenge."

"This was caused by your actions?" she asked, giving me a withering stare.

"No... I mean, kind of. They didn't appreciate me damaging their precious tunnels. So they attacked us with some sort of mana weapon as we fled. The fact that they had them conveniently placed and got them into position in no time flat leads me to believe they were planning on destroying us anyway."

"Why didn't they just kill you outright?"

"I'm not entirely sure. It could be in part due to the oath. While it wasn't on my weapons it was on some of the loose weapons that were laying around."

"Then why attack you at all, it makes no sense," she stated.

"It's possible my attacking them freed them from the oath or the ones that fired back were only defending their territory and weren't under the oath."

"You should have waited for me, I could have gone in and located the items," she replied sternly.

"This wasn't about the items," I said hotly, "this was about the treatment of people I care about. I will not let my friends be bullied or belittled by others!"

Fiona floated back a few feet, even though my anger wasn't aimed towards her. "Ok, I understand. But what now?"

"We need to rearm, repair the house, or find another. Then when we're ready, come back and show them who they fucked with," the last words coming out as a deep growl.

"Are you sure that's the wisest move? Can't we just turn the other cheek, so to speak?" Martin asked.

"We cannot let this slide, or we will look weak," Ska chimed in.

"Exactly, the world is a harsh place and we need to be harder," I said, "it's time to stop running and to start making our mark on this world."

"So how do we go about that, finding dungeons will only take us so far."

"I had an idea about that. I think we should become bounty hunters or mercenaries for hire."

Martin rubbed his chin in thought. "I guess I could get behind that, but do you think there will be a great need for it? I mean sure there are a lot of really shitty people out there."

"We need to find a large city and set ourselves up. Once we prove our worth and sell our skills it should be easy enough to get clients."

"What is this, bounty hunter?" Ska asked.

"Someone who captures or kills people that have caused trouble. A hunter of intelligent beings, pretty much," I replied.

"If I get to fight strong foes, I'm in," Ska purred.

"What about you, Fiona?" I asked.

"Bringing people to justice is pretty much what I did before, so sure."

"Excellent, now that we have that business out of the way, any good news for us, Fiona?"

"Sort of. The mountains end about a day's flight from here. Then the land becomes drier. Stunted and low growing plants, a lot of rock and sand, as well as some odd-shaped trees."

"Odd how?"

"They have a fat central stalk with what looks like arms curving upward. They are also covered in nasty thorns."

I had to think about it for a bit before I realized what she was talking about. "Oh... oh, yeah... those are called cactus. Sounds like we might be near Texas or Mexico then."

"Odd name for a plant, but there was a town off on the horizon. I would have scouted it out but I decided to turn back. I saw what looked like a possible dungeon as well."

"We will have to put dungeons on the back burner for now. At least until we can rearm ourselves."

***

We limped the house to a landing spot outside the town Fiona had spotted. It was devoid of life, sand and tumbleweeds having taken over.

We ransacked buildings, looking for any food or supplies that might have been left behind. There wasn't much. We lucked out and found an army surplus store with an old box of MREs. When I say old I mean, Vietnam war old. Seeing as they were the only thing to eat, we took them. We would just have to hope our increased Endurance would keep us from getting sick.

After getting a good look at the house, we decided to see if we could find another form of transportation. It took a week to transfer the panels, but the RV we found worked as an acceptable substitute. It was also significantly faster. I rigged everything up to run off the steering wheel and always kept us on the ground. Four pusher plates were plenty to move the vehicle.

I did install the levitator plates but I decided I had enough flying around for now. Until I could be certain we had a way to defend ourselves it was just too dangerous.

Our food and water situation was our biggest concern. The MREs turned out to be barely edible and both Martin and Ska got sick. My cleanse spell worked to cure the food poisoning but not the abdominal or bowel issues. My Endurance was high enough that I didn't suffer any issues.

Then there were the creatures of the high plains, I think that's what you called this type of land. The living cactus were the worst. We encountered them when searching for water. I remembered that cactus stored water, so I sliced one open with a stunning gust.

Or I tried to. The damn thing dodged out of the way. Then it uprooted itself and came at us with a vengeance. All I had was a metal shower curtain as a weapon. I learned real quick that I had no real counter for the creature, not unless I wanted to get close enough to hit it. Considering it was twelve feet tall and whipping its arms around, that wasn't likely to happen.

If I had armor or a decent weapon I might have considered it. Seeing as the creature was level twenty-one we decided to run.

Even Martin was unable to stop the creature. His summon was not an ideal match and was torn apart. His other spells harmed the creature but it wasn't enough to seriously damage it. Not with his level being less than half that of the creature.

That was a problem, I had been hoping to collect cactus juice for drinking. Luckily we found a second source of water. The local stores had been cleaned out but people somehow forgot about the water tower. The water was clean, if a bit metallic tasting, from sitting for so many months. We filled up any jugs or plastic bottles we could find and loaded them into the RV. We also filled the water tank, though there was no power and we didn't have any mana engines to make up the difference.

"Everyone aboard, we have places to be and people that need to be dealt with."

Once everyone was on board we were off.

            

    
        Chapter 91: Shifting gears

    
    
    
    
                I kicked the criminal in the face, knocking his teeth out and forcing him to the ground.

We had been in Texas for a month now. At first, I was surprised by how many people had survived around the area once known as Houston. That was until I realized they had more guns than any other state. It helped them survive the first few months with ease.

When we arrived we found that the local law enforcement had all combined into one group. I wasn't surprised, considering how many people had died during the first few weeks. Even Texas wasn't spared that reality.

I learned that while the law enforcement was coming together, other groups took the chaos to form their own little kingdoms.

This didn't surprise me, power fills a vacuum. It actually worked out in our favor. With the peacekeepers busy they needed to contract out jobs. Hence the reason I was kicking a guy in the ribs right now.

He groaned in pain.

"Suck it up, I gave you the opportunity to surrender but you decided shooting at me was a better option. Now I have two holes in my armor and am in bad mood."

I fingered the two holes in the left side of my armor. The bullets had penetrated my armor and tore into my skin but the damage was minimal. These were some of the weaker outlaws in the area, they hadn't been smart enough to choose a class to complement their guns or a decent class at all.

This wasn't true of some of the more successful gangs out there, but we hadn't dealt with any of them.

"Time to go," I said, hefting the dazed man to his feet. "You guys ready to turn these idiots in?"

"Yeah," Martin said as he cinched the last knot on his prisoner.

Ska just nodded, his prisoner was bleeding heavily and unconscious.

"Well, three survivors are more than I thought we would get."

"Hmm, it is an admirable number considering how weak these men were," Ska said in disdain.

I had to agree, out of the ten men, these three were the only ones to survive our initial attack. We dragged the three survivors back to the jail, where they would be tried, and likely executed for their crimes.

That was fine with me, I collected our reward and we left.

"So what are you guys' plans for today?"

"I plan on going back to the dungeon," Martin stated

"Well, at least it's still worth the effort for some of us. Going alone this time?"

"Yeah, I can solo them with my summons now, plus Ska said he wanted to do something else."

"Oh, Yeah?"

"Yes, I wish to hunt some of the monsters near the city," Ska replied with a deep purr.

"Alright, you two have fun. I'm going to work on the project."

The three of us went our separate ways. Martin was heading to one of the three dungeons we found. We had used them as a cash cow. Unfortunately, after five trips the dungeons stopped paying out. Since they were only level ten dungeons I got little in the way of experience. So after it stopped paying out, I stopped going. Ska continued to go with Martin for a time, seems like even he got bored with the weak creatures.

I headed toward the outskirts of town, grumbling at the damage to my temporary armor. It was hard enough to replace my staff and armor. None of it was the same quality as my old gear but it was all that we could afford. I reinforced them with runes, after I purchased a new carving kit. A quick burst of anger flitted through my mind as I recalled why I had to replace my gear.

I certainly haven't forgotten why we were here.

I arrived at a rocky hill. From the outside, it matched the sparse vegetation of the surroundings. As I made my way to the backside, there was a hole bored into it.

I had spotted this hill after our second mission for the local law enforcement. That was when the idea popped into my mind. After thinking it over and inspecting the hill, I came up with a plan.

Three weeks of hard work later and here it was. A hill... with a large open cavern inside. True it wasn't much but it was a start. The fortress, once complete, would have a domed top and an angled underside. I figured the angled sides would help deflect attacks. Not that those were the only thing we would be relying on.

My weeks hadn't only been spent hollowing out the hill. I had figured out runes for shielding and cloaking. Then I had a harsh hit of reality when I calculated how much mithril I would need to make it work. It made the funds I spent on the house look like chump-change in comparison.

I wasn't working on that today or the house. Without funding, we were at a bit of a standstill. I walked over to the folding table and chair that made up my workspace. The cave was a bit sparse decoration-wise. There was another table, some chairs, and our bedrolls.

Maybe if Fiona was around she could have given us some pointers. She was scouring the countryside for dungeons and scouting out the dwarven stronghold. I tried telling her it wasn't necessary but she felt like it was her fault we got captured, because she wasn't there to protect us. No amount of me telling her otherwise seemed to help.

Accessing my new storage ring, I set a tattoo machine on the table, along with a mana generator. Thankfully the town we found ourselves in had a Bazaar. The cost was a bit much, considering the materials we needed. But I wasn't about to go back to trying the old-school approach.

I had made little headway in the last month on the tattoo design to strengthen my body. Mostly due to lack of time and materials.

I was just about to get started when I heard a knock.

"So this is where you run off to. Can't say I'm all that impressed," a man I recognized said, walking through the opening.

I really needed a door.

"Marshall, what brings you by our humble abode?"

"Just came to thank you and your team for their work today. Where are the others?"

"Out and about. They were unimpressed with our target and needed to burn off some more steam."

The Marshall grunted.

"Is that really the only reason you came by?"

"No..." he said, reaching into his vest and pulling out a cigarette and lighter. "You mind?"

"Nope, go right ahead."

He nodded in thanks, lighting the homemade cigarette. "This came in today," he said, handing me a folded piece of paper.

I reached out, taking the sheet from his hand, and unfolded it. My eyes scanned the document while the Marshall walked around the room, inspecting the walls.

"Level fifteens huh... you sure this information is accurate?"

The man nodded. "Came from a reliable source. He confirmed at least three of their crew were of that level. With a total of twenty-five others of varying levels."

"And you want the three of us to take them on?" I asked in confusion.

"Not alone. We just need some higher-leveled backup for the ten officers we're sending."

"Dead or alive?"

"Dead, they are too dangerous for us to attempt to keep them alive."

"I can bring it to the others when they get back, when do you need an answer by?"

"A few days. The gang is on foot but we can't wait too long or they will get into the foothills and we will never find them."

"Alright, I'll give you an answer tomorrow."

"Take care, Paul, and tell your friends I said thanks," he said, before leaving.

"Well, at least this would make Ska happy," I mumbled.

That overgrown kitty had been getting grumpy lately, what with the under-leveled mobs and weak targets. I supposed I could use a change of pace as well. My lack of progress on my tattoos was beginning to bother me.

I pulled out the animal corpse and got to work testing some combinations.

I was pulled from my work a few hours later when Martin returned.

"Any luck," He said, taking off his armor and setting in the corner.

"No," I sighed in resignation. "How did your dungeon dive go?" I asked, stretching my cramped muscles.

"Good, I hit level eleven."

"Hey, congratulations. Any sweet new skills?"

"I got one called blood sacrifice. Using my blood I can fix my dice to a specific outcome."

"That will come in handy," I replied.

"Indeed. Too bad it can only be used once per day."

"Hmm, you might want to think about using your free skill point to get a recast skill like my multicast."

"Is that what you use to cast your skills multiple times?"

"Yup, increases the mana cost each time."

"As tempting as that sounds... I don't think it would work for me. And I probably wouldn't want to risk it. My skill requires a hundred health to cast."

"Yikes, yeah, probably not a good idea then. Still, it should be helpful. Oh, before I forget, the Marshall stopped by, he wanted to thank us for our work today."

"Well, that was kind of him. But I'm guessing by the look on your face, this wasn't a social call?"

"Not entirely. He came by with a request for assistance. They found a group of outlaws. Three of which are said to be level fifteen."

"Well, that will make Ska happy. How many?"

"Twenty-eight but he is going to be bringing ten of his men."

"So, two to one odds seems doable. Any info on what classes those bigwigs are?"

I shook my head, "info is scarce but we should be able to handle it."

"Alright, I'm in. When is the shindig?"

"We have a few days. It should give me time to fix my stupid armor. Oh how I miss my old armor," I lamented.

"Don't worry, we'll get our stuff back eventually. Any idea when Ska will be back?"

I chuckled, "he will probably come running through that door as soon as he smells your cooking."

"Well, then I better get at it," Martin smiled.

My estimates of Ska's return time were a bit off. He came in well after dark, scratched and bruised, but happy.

I explained to him what the Marshall relayed to us and it made Ska even happier. He was purring like a kitten with the news, although, Martin's food may have attributed to that. I also finally talked Ska into enhancing his claws.

"Hold still," I grumbled for the fifth time.

"It is uncomfortable," Ska growled.

"I never said it would be pain-free, only that it would make your claws more deadly."

He grumbled but did his best not to move. There wasn't much room on his claws and eventually, they would grow out making the runes useless, so I decided to go with a simple runic combination. I decided on a life steal combination I had come across. That way he could heal himself while causing additional damage to his target.

Originally I wanted to do a different set of runes on each claw, but testing on a dead creature proved that to be a dangerous proposition. I really had to stop having dead creatures blow up on me.

Just like weapons and armor, the quality of the body needed to be up to the task of channeling the magic. I figured a sentient creature could take more than a monster but It wasn't like I had a way to test it. Well... I did but I wasn't ready to go that route yet.

I finished the last claw. "Alright, done. Give it a try," I said.

He gave me a blank look. "Oh right, you should prob take some damage first, to test it thoroughly," I said.

I invited him to a duel and he growled in approval.

"Let's go outside first."

"As you wish."

We walked to a small clearing and I pulled my staff from my ring, giving it a twirl. It was weird having such a light staff again. My armor appeared on my body with a flash of thought as well. Turns out there were different grades of storage rings or devices in general. It cost me three times as much almost twenty-five hundred credits but I got one that allowed me to quickly equip any gear. I could have gotten a cheaper one but I wanted the maximum space, which turned out to be nine cubic feet.

Sure it was an expense we could little afford but I felt it a must. The ability to equip all my armor in less than a second was a game-changer.

"Whenever you're ready."

Ska didn't waste a moment, sprinting at me. I was ready for his leaping attack, spinning to the side and cracking him across the shoulder with my staff. I heard a growl of pain as he landed. He rotated and lashed a clawed arm at me with blinding speed. I wasn't fast enough to avoid the strike as his claws ripped deep bloody lines down my exposed arm.

I grinned despite the pain. Ska was learning quickly. When we had fought the first time he had no concept of fighting an intelligent opponent. He treated me like his normal opponents, wild animals or monsters.

That didn't mean I was going to go easy on him. The training Martin and I had put him through helped him learn to survive against crafty opponents.

I slapped his other paw away with a crack of my staff as I cast my wings and flew outside his reach. This gave me time to inspect the damage he dealt with his enhanced claws.

HP: 665(732) / 645

Almost a hundred damage from one attack. It was impressive, considering his speed and the fact that he could rake me multiple times in quick succession.

"How's the healing?"

"Good, I recovered twenty-five health," he said with a rumble, "now get down here so we can finish this!"

"You asked for it," I said with a smile.

            

    
        Chapter 92: Remnants of the past

    
    
    
    
                "Oh quit sulking," I said to Ska, "you did much better this time."

I of course was referring to our test slash duel the previous day. I still managed to beat Ska, pretty easily. He had the speed, but not the reach or magic to contend with me. I decided to fix one of those issues overnight. I added runes to his leather straps that would reduce the magical damage he took. Unlike my previous armor, these runes manifested in a field around him. Wouldn't be much point in only having the protection cover the straps.

It wasn't as strong as my armor, only reducing the effect of magic by thirty percent but it was better than nothing.

We were preparing for the raid. I had already spoken to the Marshall that morning. He confirmed that they were ready to go when we were. I just needed to do some last-minute repairs to my armor vest. I patched the holes with some leather scrap I had around. It would work for now. I Inspected the armor.

Rune Crafted Metal-Reinforced Leather Vest

Quality: Average

Armor: 22

Slashing resistance: 45%

Stabbing resistance: 45%

Magic resistance 20%

This metal-reinforced leather vest was crafted by an intermediate crafter with common materials. It has been enhanced with runic enchantments.

Unlike my previous armor, this was a simple leather vest with large metal plates covering the chest and upper torso. It was the best piece of armor I could afford at the time and even with my runic enhancements, it wasn't all that good. But it was certainly better than nothing. I also finally got some armored pants, a helmet, and bracers. Like my vest, they were basic things, not even worth the time to carve runes into but I did anyway. The added effect was barely noticeable. I think I gained three armor and another five percent magic resistance.

I grunted at that, even Ska's leather straps were of higher quality.

I put everything into my ring and tested putting it on and taking it off a few times, using the ring's power. It was still weird to me that I could do this. I moved and stretched, making sure everything was adjusted properly. The ring could only put items on in the condition that they were entered into the ring. After everything was checked it went back into the ring. No reason to be uncomfortable unless I had to be.

"You two ready to go?"

"Yeah," Martin replied, slinging a satchel over his shoulder. He hadn't bothered replacing his storage ring yet.

"I am ready for a fight," Ska growled.

"Alright, let's head over to meet the Marshall and his friends."

We walked over to where Marshall told us to meet them. This made me miss Bella, and I hoped the dwarves had let her out of her cage. If they killed or harmed her I was going to be pissed. I took a deep breath and pushed those feelings aside so I could concentrate on today. This mission was going to be dangerous enough without any distractions.

"Paul, Martin, Ska, you made it. Good timing, I was just about to lay out our plan."

"Marshall," I said, nodding to the other officers.

"Here's what we know. The group has a camp in a small valley to the north. There is only one way in, a tight trail with traps and barricades. There will be no surprising these folks." the Marshall added.

"Wait, how did your man get in and out?" Martin asked.

"He wasn't our man, we captured one of the gang members and our truthseeker was able to lift the information from his mind."

Martin nodded, motioning for the man to continue.

"There is also a cave in the valley, believed to be a dungeon but the man we caught wasn't privy to that information."

"That could explain the leaders' high levels," I stated.

The Marshall nodded, "that was our take as well."

"May I make a recommendation?" I asked.

"Sure," the Marshall replied.

"I have a flight skill, so I could fly over the valley. Also, Ska could probably make his way over as well."

The Marshall rubbed his chin. "That could work, you two will be on your own until we can break through the valley entrance though."

"Ska and I can handle it for a few minutes."

I had to put my hand on Ska's shoulder to settle the excited grimalkin. His tail was flicking back and forth quickly, giving away his excitement.

After some more details on the layout of the camp and everyone checking their gear, the Marshall spoke up. "Everyone ready?"

There was a round of confirmations as the group headed out.

***

I watched from within the trees, high up on the valley wall. It had taken two uses of my wings to get up here. Ska sat quietly beside me as we waited.

My eyes scanned the men below, trying to pick out the highest leveled individuals. Those would be our targets. At the moment, locating them was turning out to be a challenge. Nobody stood out from the distance. I checked the watch that I had found in one of the houses we looted along the way. It read 1:47, not that that was accurate. but it gave me an estimate on how long before the attack at the mouth of the valley would begin.

"A little over ten minutes," I whispered to Ska.

He nodded quietly, moving into position.

He would have no trouble scaling the rocky terrain. The inner walls of the valley were not as steep as the outer wall and he managed to make that look easy.

There was a flurry of activity below as men grabbed weapons and started running. Looks like the Marshall and his men had been spotted. 'Shit, we knew that was a possibility but it still sucked.'

What I didn't expect was for three men to bolt into the dungeon. Those had to be our targets. I nodded to Ska and he was off in a flash, running down the hill on all fours.

Not to be outdone, I spread my wings and flew after him. I covered about forty percent of the distance from the top of the valley to the dungeon entrance in the time it took my wings to expire.

Ska was still ahead of me by quite the distance so I used Blink Step to catch up with the grimalkin.

We both slowed as we reached the cave entrance. The rest of the enemy had not seen our approach, too busy fending off the others. We could hear the sounds of pitched battle in the distance but I tuned it out.

My staff was out and crackling with lightning. I couldn't afford to Imbue any other element into the sub-par material.

The mouth of the cave was empty as we stepped inside. A message popped up alerting us that it was a dungeon. Not that we already didn't know that. The fact that it was only level twelve surprised me though. 'These guys must have been farming this thing for months.'

I didn't like the fact that the enemy knew every inch of the dungeon and we had no idea what was inside. Even the name wasn't helpful.

You have entered Califran's Divide: Level 12 dungeon. Recommended team size: 3 people of level 14 or higher, Good Luck

The fact that the inside looked man-made, spoke of traps. We could wait for the rest of the backup, but I was bored, and now I was angry.

"Keep an eye out for traps," I said quietly.

Ska nodded, sniffing the air. "They split up," he growled.

Of course, they did, I groaned internally. The room had three tunnels leading off of it. The dark marble, soaking up the flickering torchlight.

Ska pointed to one tunnel. "Two went that way. The last went down there."

"We can't let them get behind us. You go after the solo feller."

He growled in approval, sprinting off. I only had time to suck in my breath as two blades swept down from the ceiling in the doorway he entered. A diving corkscrew allowed him to escape the trap with only a few lost hairs. 'Reckless idiot.'

I didn't want to see Ska die, I had grown fond of the grimalkin. That being said, I wasn't going to control him either. He should be relatively safe with all my buffs on, as well as Second Chance.

I turned toward the other path, tossing a pebble through the doorway. A set of nasty-looking spikes shot out from the wall. As they retracted to reset I walked through the opening, tossing stones ahead of me as I went.

The tunnel turned into a massive open room, with grand arches and a ceiling that was well over a hundred feet up. There were plenty of places to hide within this room. The fact that I saw no monsters told me that either the dungeon had not reset yet, or the two cleared out the room before I arrived.

As I looked around I kept catching and tossing the stone in my hand. My perception was high enough to pick out the pressure plates on the floor but I had no idea what they would activate.

I tossed one of the pebbles I was juggling, activating one of the plates thirty or so feet away. There was an audible click, followed by a torrent of fire from two of the pillars near the trap.

As the fire ended, I heard a soft scraping of a boot against stone. 'Gotcha,' I thought.

I quickly and silently hid behind another pillar.

A few minutes later two men walked out. "Fucking trap vaporized him," one of the men said.

"No, there should be something left," the other replied. I heard the sound of a sword coming free.

I rolled my eyes, these guys weren't the brightest.

"He's hiding, seems like he's afraid of us," the second man said.

"Told you we should have jumped him. Why don't you come out and play?" the first one, and arguable the dimmer of the two said.

I already had an idea for how to even the odds in this fight but first I needed to know what I was dealing with.

I stepped out from behind the column. "Howdy, fellas, don't suppose I can convince you to come quietly?"

The dark arrow that left a burning line across my cheek, seemed to indicate that was a no. I could feel a creeping sensation coming from the cut, but a quick Cleanse got rid of the effect. I used Identify before the archer loaded another arrow.

Bartleby | Dread Archer | Level 15

Thomas Kinkaid | Fire Dancer | Level 15

I had to pause for a second. My Identify shouldn't be showing me last names unless I had met the person before. I examined the man's face more closely, my eyes going wide as I pointed my staff at him. "You!" I hissed.

The name I had forgotten but the face. I wouldn't soon forget the face of one of Sharla's goons.

The man seemed to come to the same realization as I did. He rushed at me, but not before Shroud plunged the entire room into foggy darkness. I had to deflect another arrow from the archer before I activated my tattoo.

The fog became transparent, letting me see the two men. The Archer seemed to have some ability to pierce my spell as he fired another arrow my way. I dodged it, but instead of closing on him, I tossed an entire handful of pebbles at him.

The man was oblivious to the pebbles as he knocked another arrow. One bounced off his armor, causing him to look down. He didn't have time to dodge as twelve jets of fire spewed out from the columns. Two had been aimed near enough to him to set his clothing on fire. The man screamed as he tried to put out the flames, only making it worse when he triggered another trap. But I had other things to worry about.

The fire dancer redirected one of the flames, right at me. I was forced to dodge behind a pillar. My arm was scorched badly despite my Elemental Defence being on. I choked down a scream and cast Rejuvenate, noticing the fire had taken a sizable chunk out of my health.

So either he could see through the magical fog as well, or just knew where to aim. I ran behind another pillar, hearing something whistle past my head. The sound of metal rebounding off stone gave me my answer and got me moving again. This time I was forced to activate Area of Denial as the traps behind me spewed fire. I needed this man alive but he wasn't going to make it easy. I needed to know if he was down here because of the Black Dragons.

Three more throwing daggers came at me and I knocked them aside, not wanting the man to know my shield was up. I recalled he had seen me fight in the slave arena and was hoping he had forgotten some of my moves.

I saw the Fire Dancer pull out a lighter and got a bad feeling, as soon as the spark lit, the man began flowing into an intricate series of moves. The fire growing with each passing motion. I activated Blink Step, not caring if I activated traps, I needed to subdue him quickly. The entire room became bright as more and more traps activated. In hindsight, that had been a mistake on my part.

I saw the man smile as he pulled those flames towards him as well.

What came next would have made a dragon proud. The billowing mass of flame shot out from the tip of the man's sword and flowed toward me like a deadly tide. I still wasn't within range as the head of the wave slammed into my barrier.

The heat caused the stones below me to melt as I was pushed back by the pressure of the attack. I had hoped the man had forgotten about my skill but seems he had a good memory. Unfortunately, I had never got to see the man fight.

I used Disruption to stem the flow of the attack, long enough for me to activate my wings. With a leap, I took to the air. The fire curved back around, following me like a living thing. I watched the man flick his sword in my direction, the fire obeying his will. I needed to end this fight before my shield died.

I decided to take away his advantage, activating Eye of the Storm. Rain and lightning pelted down, smothering the fire and I finally managed to hit the man. He jumped back, nursing the arm that had been struck by my lightning. I rushed down, flapping the wings as fast as possible. The man frantically tried lighting his now drenched lighter. When that didn't work he scanned around for a pressure plate.

He was only a few feet away from one but I got there before he could act, slamming my staff into his hastily blocking sword. Too bad swords are metal and metal conducts electricity.

The man screamed as the shock tore through his body. Contrary to popular belief, electricity doesn't make you immediately drop something. Nope, it locks your muscles up good and tight. The man tried to drop his sword as I pressed my staff into it. I kept my staff in contact with his sword, following him to the ground.

After about twenty seconds the man went limp. He was unconscious but not dead. I checked on the other man but he was a blackened stump. I cursed, realizing I didn't get the kill notice for him.

I took the Fire Dancer's weapons and lighter, dragging him back out of the room. I needed answers and I wasn't about to do it in the room he had the most advantage in. The only safe room was the entrance cavern so I had to drag him there.

To be honest, the fight left me a bit disappointed. I expected more from one of Sharla's hand-picked minions. Sure they were both strong fighters but even with a room that gave one of them all the advantage, they weren't able to capitalize on it. True I had almost ten levels worth of ability points on them, not to mention all of the extra skills I had collected. But if they had worked together properly, they could have kept me from closing until my shield wore off.

            

    
        Chapter 93: Time for answers

    
    
    
    
                As I dragged the unconscious and bound man into the entry hall, I spotted Ska. He was covered in blood and sported more than a few small cuts.

"You ok?"

"I am fine, the fight... was exhilarating," he replied, testing the word. Martin had been teaching him new words again, I noticed.

"Who is that?" he asked, pointing toward my package.

"Someone that needs to answer some questions. Can you go see if the others need help? If they don't, tell Martin to come here but keep everyone else away."

Ska nodded and lopped away. "I probably should have washed the blood off of him before I sent him off. Oh well."

I roughly tossed the man against the wall, eliciting a groan.

"Wake up sunshine," I said, kicking him in the hip.

The man opened his swollen eyes and glared at me. "Try anything and I'll juice you again."

To make my point I pointed the crackling staff at his sensitive bits.

"Why are you here?"

"Fuck you, slave!" the man said, spitting a glob of blood in my direction.

"Wrong answer," I said flatly, jabbing my staff into his groin.

I held it there while he screamed. I made sure to heal his injury, wouldn't want him to die... before I got my answers. After thirty seconds I pulled my staff away.

"We're just here to level, please, stop!" the man cried out, trying to slump over and cover his groin.

I pushed him upright with my foot.

"None of that now. Did Sharla send you down here?"

"N- No... we defected when we found out she was dead. Her father has a temper and wouldn't hesitate to hunt her followers down for their inability to protect her."

"Even if you weren't there?"

"Wouldn't matter to him," the man groaned.

I laughed. "Her father and Obidiah are dead," I said.

"Obidiah? The Master's slave, who would care if he was dead."

I raised an eyebrow. I guess this man didn't know everything.

"Tell me what you know of her family?"

Turns out the man knew quite a bit about the Cotton family tree. At least on her father's side.

I learned about the older brother of Harold. One that was far more violent, if that could be believed. According to Thomas the Fire Dancer, the brother was in New York during those events. Thomas was stationed at a remote Black Dragon outpost during the insurrection. After which he fled the area, making for the south.

I had to think back. That was what five, six months ago if I recalled correctly.

The rumors that Michael had returned to Chicago to avenge his family, I admit was a bit of a concern. It took a bit of torture to find out how he learned of this information. Someone with a scrying skill was all I was able to get out of him.

The last information I learned caused me to end our discussion. If it was true it would spell trouble and I hurried to find Martin. According to Thomas, Michael and his cohorts were on the trail of the perpetrator. They were under the impression that Sharla was still alive.

Normally I wouldn't care. But if they managed to track that stupid ring I tossed into the desert, that would mean they were less than a day from Arman. While I didn't care if Martin's sister died, I would feel like an ass if I didn't tell him and at least try to stop it. I realized that his sister may have been right, I did bring trouble.

I found Martin and Ska heading through the bandit camp. I waved them over.

"What's up?" Martin asked, winded from the jog over.

"Arman may be in danger," I said tersely.

"Wha- What do you mean?"

I explained to Martin what the man told me, then about what happened before I came to Arman. He knew some of it but I left out details in my previous retelling.

He reacted as I expected.

"What do we?" he asked, pacing back and forth.

"Nothing for the moment, until the base is up and running it's much too dangerous for us to try and take on these men. Especially if they are anywhere near the level that the other leaders were."

"That could take months!" Martin shouted.

I blew out a breath. "I didn't want to resort to this because people are going to start asking questions, but we can purchase cheap weapons and I can enchant them. Then we just sell them back for a profit. Quick and dirty to get the resources we need."

Martin nodded quickly, "Thanks for doing this, Paul."

"You don't need to thank me, we're friends, and that's what friends do. Now let's go collect our reward and get to work."

I followed Ska and Martin to where the Marshall was. Their fight did not go as well as ours. Two of his men had died. Others were wounded. I healed everyone, getting a round of thanks in return.

"Marshall, sorry to hear about the two dead."

"Thank you, if it wasn't for Ska, we may have lost a few more. How did your fight go?"

"All three leaders are dead. They ran into the dungeon to try and hide."

The Marshall grunted in acknowledgment. "A tough day for everyone. Feel free to loot the three you killed. Come by the office tomorrow to collect your bounty."

I nodded to the Marshall.

The three of us left, while the Marshall and his remaining men collected the bodies and searched the camp. Ska and I had already looted the three men. They had nothing fantastic. Mine had a couple of small storage rings, the sword, some studded leather armor, and a few thousand credits. The archer's items were lost to the fire which was a shame, pretty sure his bow had been enchanted.

Ska's target had two enchanted daggers, a storage ring, and a decent leather chest piece. Martin managed to collect a few items from his kills but nothing magical. We pooled all of the credits, totaling forty-five hundred. It would be a good starter fund to help us build out the house.

I knew Martin wanted to leave as soon as possible, but we needed to wait for Fiona to return anyway, so it was better to make use of the time wisely.

I took all of the items we were selling and went to the Bazaar. It was one of the temporary layout kinds. That was better for us, less likely we would catch the eye of someone that didn't like what I was trying to do. I couldn't imagine flooding the market with enchanted items would be seen in a good light.

I purchased cheap, yet well-crafted items. Swords, daggers, shields, maces, spears, etc. After selling the other gear, I was able to spend around six thousand on the weapons. I purchased them all at one shop but once they were enhanced, they would be sold to multiple shops.

I had to put my shoulder into the ill-fitting door to our house, to get it to open. It was on my to-do list for fixes, I just didn't have time at the moment.

Ska and Martin had talked the Marshall into letting them run the dungeon in the valley. I warned them about the traps but wished them luck. They couldn't help me with my work so there was no point in having them waste their time sitting around when they could level. We were going to need all the help we could get if we had to go up against another head of the Black Dragon.

It took three days to finish the first set of weapons. Martin and I cashed them in at the Bazaar, netting nearly thirty thousand credits. It was a hefty chunk of change but not enough to do even half of the upgrades to the house. We spent half of it on procuring new weapons. I even threw in some armor to enchant. Armor would take less time and sell for more but the market for it wasn't as large. For one, armor, even magical, didn't resize itself to the wearer. So most people preferred to get tailor-made armor.

Magical items were also an item I could craft but those tended to take far longer and required a finer touch. For now, I decided to not fiddle with those.

Five more days of work allowed me to finish most of the second batch of items. Ska and Martin had both leveled. Martin was now level twelve, he picked up an ability called Baleful Slash. It imbued his summons with corrupting energy. This made their attacks far more deadly. It had its drawback though, making it so the summon could only last half as long. Ska finally got a new skill called Debilitating Strike. It allowed him to render an opponent's appendage useless for ten seconds.

Of course, he immediately wanted to challenge me to a duel to test his new skill. I had to disappoint him.

 "Sorry, Ska. I have to finish these items and then get to work on the house."

He grumbled and walked off to sulk.

I finished up the last few items and called for Martin. We unloaded the items to several different merchants. Even that didn't alleviate some suspicious questions. I met up with Martin to get his half of the money so I could purchase the materials I needed. As always the Mithril was the most expensive portion.

Unlike the previous house and the individual plates, I was going to combine all of the plates into one massive array. I figured this would even out the ride and possibly make it so the house truly floated through the sky, instead of just bobbing up and down.

The directional plates would still be individual, but there would be twice as many of those. I found a smith capable of making the plates to the specifications I requested. That was the easy part. Now I needed to locate two more mana hearts. One to power a shield and one to power the cloak. I already knew I couldn't run them concurrently based on previous tests but this way we could fly without worrying about being spotted during the day.

I also picked up a remote viewing device. It was a crystal ball that allowed you a third-person perspective over an area. It was used in castles during sieges to direct troops. The one I purchased had a limited range of a thousand feet. Just enough to give us time to turn and avoid something. There was one last item I picked up but I wasn't sure if it would come together in time so I stuck it on the back burner. I had a lot of work to do and Fiona should be back in about a week.

            

    
        Chapter 94: The Fortress

    
    
    
    
                I climbed through the tight space, the finished surface of the fortress on one side and the remains of the rocky hill on the other. I did this to hide my work. The fewer people that knew about this the better.

I was inspecting a set of runes I had just finished carving. With this much surface area, mistakes were bound to happen. I already had to melt down a section of runes and recast the mithril. With my work, I hadn't seen Ska or Martin for days. They were around, just busy getting the fortress stocked and trying to level.

I wiped the sweat from my brow and moved to the next section.

***

Hours of grueling labor later I crawled up from the crawlspace. The room was dark, a single small light running off the mana generator, the only thing providing light. The open cavern was no more. There were now two floors, with a staircase running along one of the curved walls.

There were even walls. They didn't connect fully to the ceiling, I left gaps at the very top of each wall and room. It was a trick I had figured out while playing with the teleportation scrambler. Now even with the doors closed, the whole fortress should still be protected.

I walked over to the shower. Yes, we had a shower and fresh clean water. I used my skills to carve out an aquifer in the floor. It held over a thousand gallons of water and everything we used, minus what we drank, was recycled. I would like to say I designed those systems but I didn't. Martin had found them while searching for beds and other items to stock the place with. After the nice hot shower, I went to get a snack from the kitchen.

The fridge was taken from an abandoned house, along with the stove. Another mana generator sat in the corner powering those. Central wiring was low on the to-do list but this worked for now. I topped off the generator with mana and grabbed some leftovers from the fridge.

I assumed Martin and Ska were asleep but they may be out and about still. I shrugged and sat at the table. The sandwich was delicious, definitely one of Martin's creations. I still didn't know how the man got all these spices and sauces. The meal complete, I cleaned up and headed to bed.

I was awoken early the next day by a pounding on the front door. I was tempted to remain in bed and let one of the others get it but the pounding continued.

"Alright!" I groaned, "I'm coming, hold your damn horses."

I got out of bed and willed a set of clean clothes on through my ring. With a self-satisfied smile, I padded down the stairs to the massive new door set into the entrance. The portal was heavily enchanted with hidden runes, and anyone dumb enough to force their way in would have a really... really... bad day, assuming they survived.

I checked the security cam to see who it was, another device we stole out of a house and powered by a mana engine.

I didn't recognize the visitor, some woman. To be on the safe side I donned my armor, the weak mana shield snapping into place. I had to suppress the hate-filled thoughts about those dwarves before I opened the door.

I pressed my hand to the activation plate, powering down the enchantments and unlocking the door. All via the new hidden tattoos.

I opened the heavy door. "This better be good," I said grumpily.

The woman jumped a bit as I startled her. "Sorry, Is this where Ska lives?" she asked quietly.

I stared at her in confusion, "yeah?"

"Oh... um, is he here?"

"I'm not sure but going by the fact that he didn't answer the door and I had to wake up and do it myself, I'm going to go with no. Who are you, why are you here?"

"Ska said he would teach me tricks to be a better hunter."

I blinked a few times, deciding to use Identify on the woman.

Fayline | Hunter | Level 5

I was about the send the woman away when Ska approached down the tunnel.

"Good, you're here." he crooned happily. "Let me get my gear, and I will teach you. This is ok, yes, Paul?"

I shrugged, "fine with me, just leave a note or something next time."

When the woman tried to follow Ska in, I stopped her. "Sorry, the house is under construction and the areas are a bit dangerous. Best if you stay out here."

I could tell she didn't believe me but I didn't care. I stood there and glared at her the entire time. She looked away awkwardly and I smiled internally at the petty little victory. Ska returned a minute later.

"Ready, see you later tonight."

I grunted in confirmation. After they left I closed and locked the door, feeling the enchantments kick in again.

"Back to work," I said to the empty house.

I was just about to head back into the crawlspace when another knock came. I groaned loudly and turned around. I was actually happy to see this visitor.

"Fiona, you're back!"

"Yes, I can see a lot has changed since I left."

"Was your trip successful?"

"Yes, those dwarves never knew I was there. I found where they stashed most of our stuff but it was heavily warded. There is a key that is needed to enter."

"Good to know, were they able to repair my damage?"

"Unfortunately yes. If it wasn't for that beach I would have never known where to look."

"Damn, was hoping it at least inconvenienced them."

"If anything, it put them on alert. You did kill about a dozen people with your attack. I learned that from listening to some conversations."

"Good to know it wasn't a complete waste. Learn anything else? What about Bella?"

"Yeah, it seems this clan of dwarves are outcasts. I witnessed them attacking a few groups of outsiders. As for Bella... there was no sign. They likely would have killed her since she was already bonded to another."

I thought as much but the confirmation still stung.

"So essentially, they are bandits. Well, that makes things easier. What about defenses?"

"They had plenty of mana cannons, all of their tunnels are sealed off but I found that supposed infrastructure you mentioned. The stuff they say you damaged. That was a water filtration system. There were some air vents as well. Everything was cleverly hidden. I still don't understand why they let you go."

"I'm not sure either. Perhaps they were afraid we belonged to a larger force? Really, it doesn't matter. They chose their path, it's just a shame we won't be able to attack them anytime soon," I said, scratching my head.

Fiona looked at me in surprise, "I thought that was the whole reason you were building this," she replied, gesturing to the walls.

It was true, that was the original purpose. I filled her in on what we had learned since she left.

"You're right, that is a much more pressing issue. But we can't just let the dwarves get away with stealing and killing."

"Oh, we won't. Since we have to go back that way anyway, I have a plan," I said coldly.

Well, it was more an idea than a plan but if it worked it may even give us a leg up on the dwarves. It had come about when I was searching the Bazaar for something to counteract what the dwarves used on us to render us unconscious.

My search led to an alchemist, after explaining the effect of whatever the dwarves used, he hypothesized that it was a concoction called 'The Sleeper'. It could be injected but was just as potent in an aerosolized form. I did purchase a few vials of a substance that would prevent the effects of this mixture but that was for my original plan of storming the dwarven stronghold. Plus if it wasn’t this so-called sleeper poison, it would do very little to counteract the effect.

That had been before we were in a rush. Now it was time for plan B.

"Follow me," I said, unlocking the door and heading out.

We had to trek to the outskirts on the far side of town. Martin and I discovered this facility by accident while searching outlying buildings for supplies. On the outside, it looked like a normal, if rundown warehouse, the name 'East Texas Chemical Supply' in faded letters on the building. The inside was another matter.

I slipped through the same opening we used the previous time. Once inside I made a beeline to a room near the back, Fiona following quickly behind. Inside the room was an elevator that required a keycard. A sign above the elevator read 'Authorized Personnel Only, Trespassers Will Be Shot On Sight'. Now you didn’t go through all this trouble unless you wanted to secure something important. While the sign didn’t say property of the U.S. Government, it had the same text and spacing that they used.

"Can you go below and tell me what you see?"

Fiona nodded, floating through the elevator and down through the floor. I waited ten minutes until she returned.

"Some sort of storage facility, they look like an armory of some sort."

Jackpot.

"Yeah, that's what I hoped. Anyone down there?"

"I didn't see signs that anyone had been down there."

"Good," I replied, not wanting to get into a fight if this place was what I thought it was.

I tore open the floor to the elevator and dropped into the hole. The tunnel dropped down hundreds of feet and I was forced to use my wings to slow my descent. When I saw the floor approaching I activated my Area of Denial, landing with a loud boom. I peeled open the doors and climbed out of the elevator shaft.

The area was too dark for me to see, so I pulled out a glow rock. The magical item bathed the area in a light blue glow. They were perfect for use in areas where there could be explosions, so I had purchased a few from the Bazaar.

What I saw was row upon row of missiles and bombs. I had been correct, it was a secret military storage facility. I walked along the rows, inspecting the tags. Most were simple explosive munitions. I found some that held napalm, bunker busters, even a few air-fuel explosives. Those weren't what I was looking for.

We passed through dozens of rows of the deadly devices until we got to a thick metal door.

The sign above reading chemical weapon storage, hazmat precautions required. I paused for a minute, debating on this course of action. With a heavy sigh, I donned the hazmat suit, thankful that it worked with my ring since it needed a second person to help zip it up completely. I checked the oxygen supply, noting it was topped off.

I used Earth Fist to manipulate the wall around the door, once a large enough opening was created, I stepped through. The room was smaller than the previous room, only about a quarter of the size, but even one of the warheads inside could kill off the population of an entire town. And there were hundreds stored within the chamber. I recognized the names of more than a few of these chemicals, Hollywood doing their best to make them famous.

"What are these?" Fiona asked.

"Neurotoxins, and other deadly chemicals," I replied, my gaze sliding over a sign that said VX1.

"So poison?"

"Essentially, yes."

I walked over to one of the devices, I didn't have to worry about anything being activated, The System rendered all powered systems inert. Still, I wasn't about to manhandle them. I found a set of tools and removed the cover. My dexterity was high enough that the process of pulling the warhead out took no more than a few minutes. What I was left with was the tip of a missile, with a metallic tube attached to the backside, about the size of a small air tank. I had to thank my high Intelligence as I wouldn’t have known where to even start disassembling the thing otherwise.

I collected four of these devices from different chemical agents. It was overkill but I didn't know if the dwarves would be immune to one or all of them.

"So if you are going to use these devices to poison the dwarves, why not just take the whole thing?"

"I would, but they are inert, and even if they weren't, there are probably safety features built-in that I won't be able to bypass. I'm not even sure if the substances are still viable but it's the only option other than trying to find a vendor in the Bazaar."

Fiona cringed at hearing that, "I would recommend against that course of action. While you certainly could find one if you looked, talking to the wrong person would get you arrested at best."

"Yeah, guess it's not a good idea to advertise the fact you are looking for a large amount of deadly poison."

"No, no it would not be."

We left the room and I sealed the entrance I made. I didn't want to leave these deadly weapons around for any idiot just to stumble upon but it would be too dangerous for me to try and blow the place up. I used my spells to seal the bottom of the elevator shaft. I then carved some defensive runes into it. I even used some of my spare mana hearts to add more protection. I did this six more times as we made our way up the shaft.

Someone was going to have to be very determined to get in or have the ability to pass through solid matter. I couldn't do anything to stop that though. At least not without another teleportation scrambler. Once at the top, I collapsed the elevator and the room on top of it. That was the best I could do to keep curious people away.

We hurried back to the fortress so I could finish the preparations. I asked Fiona not to tell the others about what we did today.

"You are going to have to tell them eventually," she replied.

"I know, and I will, just... not right now."

She agreed, reluctantly. I could tell she wasn't fully on board with my choice. That was fine. I would carry this sin if I had to. 'At least the Geneva Convention was no longer enforceable,' I thought. Hard to enforce something when some magic is by far worse.

Once home, I climbed into the crawlspace and got back to completing the house.

            

    
        Chapter 95: Difficult choices

    
    
    
    
                The fortress took another two days to complete. Then I had to create a delivery device for the nerve gas. I thought about how the dwarves operated their stronghold and came up with a design. The football-sized device looked like a top. I tested it repeatedly, by dropping it from as high up as possible.

It worked perfectly, landing, tip down, and burrowing into a false tunnel I created below the ground. There it would stop and release its gas. Despite their size, this device was the most intricate thing I had ever produced. It had dozens of magical circuits running along thin mithril pathways.

They had a built-in levitator feature, that absorbed the impact of the fall, allowing the device to slowly penetrate the ground where it landed. With the stored mana, it could push up to five meters of dirt or rock out of the way before it ran out of juice. A sensor rune would cut the power when it detected a large void. This had been tricky to implement as it could not be activated until the device had already sunk into the ground where it landed. After a few tries, I had figured out the trick. I also implemented three rings on the device. These would have to be manipulated into the correct position to activate the item. Even then I included a separate activation rune, that like the door, could only be triggered by the corresponding tattoo.

I flew down and retrieved the prototype. Everything was intact and I stored it away. I sealed up the hole it made, then donned the hazmat suit and sealed up the entrance to this tunnel. I didn't want anyone accidentally stumbling upon it if I fucked up and released the gas.

Four devices appeared from my ring, sitting on stands around me. These were larger, about the size of a large watermelon. I rotated the rings on the first device until I heard a slight pop. I pushed the top-down and twisted until it came loose. The cavity had been designed to perfectly fit the warhead. I still had to finish modifying those.

I pulled out one of the warheads, inspecting it again. I only ever did this inside the tunnel, far from any living being. I placed the device on another stand and pulled out a ring. This ring would join the two systems together, allowing the device I built to activate it, instead of the missile programming.

Ever so carefully, I slipped the ring over the warhead. I lined up the connection points and clicked them into place. I sighed in relief when it didn't go off. While I had dabbled in electrical engineering before changing my major to information technology, I wasn't a hundred percent sure this would work. I wasn't a rocket scientist after all. I chalked the success up to my high intelligence again and my ability of almost perfect recall.

I lifted the warhead and slowly placed it within the chamber on my device. The ring could only be inserted in one way, a failsafe just in case. I gave it a good push and heard the connections click into place. I screwed the cap back on and rotated the rings to secure the device. I breathed out a sigh of relief and stored the device. Only three more to go.

***

It was launch day, the fact that I hadn't killed myself or anyone else while making those bombs was a miracle. It was also something I never wanted to have to do again. I was standing in the control room, three gems were embedded into a short wall, within easy reach of a swivel chair, bolted to the floor. The chair came from an RV and was way safer than being tossed around like before. I had included two other chairs for the others to secure themselves in just in case of turbulence or combat. All that remained was to test the remaining systems.

"Stealth field active," I spoke into the radio.

"Copy that, everything is good from the front door," a crackling reply came from Martin.

The radios had been cobbled together and only ran on a portable mana battery. Which wasn't much smaller than a mana generator. It wasn't ideal but it worked.

"Ska can no longer see the structure," he replied from within the crawlspace.

"Ok, Martin, see what happens when you open the door."

The exterior door worked with proximity, instead of direct contact like the interior door. All you needed to do was feed a tiny amount of mana into the tattoo and the door would swing open.

"Door is open, stealth field is still active. Hoo boy, it's weird seeing a floating entryway."

"Good to know it will still work when open, although it is drawing about four times the power."

"Ok, I'll close the door again."

After Martin sealed the door I moved onto the next item on the list.

"Next test is the shield."

I turned off the invisibility field, checking on the power. It had dropped to thirty-eight hundred from four thousand. With the door closed, it would last two hours, without being charged.

"Alright, Ska, move to the alcove, I'm going to activate the shield."

The alcove was just an area I had carved out around the outside of the crawlspace. It made it quicker to transition between one side and the other. It was functioning as a place for Ska to inspect the shield from now.

"I am in position," he said over the radio.

"Activating the shield in five!"

I counted down over the radio, turning the shield on after I hit one. The building vibrated as the shield came online. I had to adjust a few settings on the control panel until the fortress stopped shaking.

"Alright, how's it look from outside?"

"Looks ok but I think you broke the mooring points," Martin said, "the entrance shifted past the tunnel."

"Shit, alright. Ska, how's it look down there?"

"Martin is right, some of the posts have collapsed. The rest have been broken by the shield."

I was afraid something like this might happen. Not a big deal, it just meant I would have to set the house down on the landing gear.

"Ok, I'm going to try and rotate the house back. Ska, you are going to have to exit the crawl space as I am going to activate the landing gear."

"I am leaving the space now, I will let you know when I meet up with Martin."

It took a few minutes for Ska to climb through the emergency tunnel and out through the exit. The whole time I kept an eye on the crystal capacity. It had only dropped twenty-five points, remaining steady at thirty-nine hundred and seventy-five. Meanwhile, Fiona floated behind me and watched the whole thing.

"This is quite impressive," she murmured.

"You ain't seen nothing yet, just wait till we get in the air," I responded with a grin.

"Ska is with Martin," Ska replied over the radio.

"Roger, let me know when the door is in position again."

I turned off the shield, a grinding pop could be heard as the building settled. Before it broke the rest of the pillars, I activated the flight controls. They were at less than one percent power but even then the house slammed into the top of the dome covering the construction site.

"Whoops," I said, only Fiona around to hear my mistake.

I adjusted the output on a fine control knob, lowering the house. I couldn't see what I was doing as the remote viewing orb only showed the hill that still encased the house. I was relying on Martin and Ska to help with this bit.

"A little to the left," Martin said over the radio.

Rotation wasn't a high-priority feature so this was taking some time. After about ten minutes of fiddling, I got confirmation that the door was close enough that they could open it. I activated the landing struts. Six legs came out at an angle and were linked to a leveling system. With this, we could land on anything that had an incline of up to ten feet over the length of the building.

"Bring it down just a bit," Martin said.

I lowered the house another six inches before he confirmed it was good.

I turned off the control panel and headed towards the entrance.

The others were already entering through the inner door when I arrived.

"So everything was good?"

"Yes," they replied in unison.

"Fantastic! Are there any more provisions or items we need?"

"No, should be all set on that front. We have enough food stored in those rings you embedded into the wall to keep us going for months."

That was another little thing I implemented. The rings as he called them were a dozen storage rings, molded into the wall. If the worst should happen again and someone did manage to break in and steal everything, those would keep us going. They were hidden and could only be accessed by a panel on the second floor and by someone who had the tattoo. Martin still rubbed his hand occasionally, where the hidden tattoo had been added.

After the dwarven fiasco, he understood the need for better security. The air in the house wouldn't be too much of a problem. While the house was sealed, we had three air scrubbers. It would last for a week if need be. In the worst-case scenario, we could catalyze the water for more oxygen.

"Alright, get stuff secured. I'm going to go say bye to the Marshall."

***

The door to the police station opened and the bell above gave a ring, letting someone know I was here.

"Hey, Paul, what brings you by today?"

"Was hoping the Marshall was around, wanted to say goodbye."

"You're leaving? Sorry to hear that, you and your friends have been a great help and will be missed around here. The Marshall is here, let me go get him for ya."

The man returned with the Marshall in tow.

"Frank tells me you're leaving. Don't suppose I can convince you to stick around?"

"I would if I could," I reply, shaking the man's offered hand. "But I learned some news that my friends and I need to deal with.”

"Well, if you need any help, let us know. I will walk you back."

I nodded at the man, accepting his offer. I said goodbye to the other officer as we walked out.

"Will you be back this way anytime soon?"

"Not sure. It might be dangerous for this town if I do."

The man grunted. "I don't wish to pry into your past, hell knows I got my own skeletons."

I smiled sadly and told part of my story. "After the System came about, I made my way to my hometown. Unfortunately, I made some powerful enemies on the way there. I was captured and made into a slave. As you can see I escaped, but not before enacting my revenge on the people who perpetrated the heinous act. The news I got pertains to the leaders of that group. Apparently, I didn't get all of them. Now they are hunting for me."

The man stopped and looked at me. "Well, that's not what I expected to hear. So you think they might come here?"

"No, I know they are after me, so I plan to go deal with the issue myself."

"You're only three people, how do you plan to do that?"

I smiled again, only this time it wasn't sad. "Watch my hill from a distance and in a few minutes, you will see. Thanks for trusting us Marshall, and if I don't see you again, take care."

We shook hands again and I finished walking to the hill.

***

The Marshall sat on an abandoned car, while he smoked a cigarette.

"There you are Marshall, why you sitting out here?" one of his officers asked.

"Not quite sure to be honest, Paul told me to watch his hill so here I am."

The man opened his mouth to reply when the ground shook.

They both turned to the hill as dust rose around it. Rocks and trees tumbled off the sides as it shook ever more violently. The rising dust obscured everything until something rose above even that.

The Marshall stared agape, dropping his cigarette as the structure of rock and magic rose into the sky. It floated there in defiance of gravity as the remaining bits of rock fell away, then it disappeared.

            

    
        Chapter 96: War Crime

    
    
    
    
                "Shield is off and invisibility is enabled," I stated to the others.

They were all strapped into the other chairs, not that it was needed for this part, and the house barely even rocked.

Breaking through the remaining rock above had taken a bit of effort but I had prepared the area, making it easier to crack apart. I inspected the sensors that were installed. Altitude, wind speed, direction, all thanks to a donor plane, and hooked up to a mana generator. They weren't perfect but it was far better than just guessing.

I also uncovered the remote viewing device. All I could see was a plume of dust surrounding the area. I rotated it, making sure no part of the fortress was visible. Everything looked good to go.

"Ascending to maximum height, hold on."

I cranked the output to the max, sending the fortress careening into the air. We were pressed into our chairs as the building rose. It was much more responsive than I thought it would be. When I checked the altimeter, it read five hundred feet. That was easily triple what we were capable of with my old design. I checked the mana draw, it was about double. I would need to get another mana heart to supplement it at a later time. In the meantime, if it ever ran out it could draw from the other two crystals. I figured it was much more important to stay in the air than be invisible or have a shield.

While the structure didn't have a front or back, being round, I still chose to think of the door as the back. At least while we were flying.

I rotated the fortress until we were facing east, then I engaged the drive plates. It was a slow start but once it picked up speed it was far faster than the house had been. Being not a flying brick probably helped in that regard. In less than ten minutes we were cruising along the coast at forty miles an hour. At this altitude, we seemed to be immune to the effects of the terrain below us, which was a godsend. No more bobbing up and down with every little hill.

"Everything seems to be running smoothly. Martin, see if the charging port works."

The charging port was just a mithril line that ran to the main crystals. There was one for each station, this allowed anyone in the seats to charge the crystals.

I watched him place his hand on the one for the cloak. As he fed mana into it I watched it slowly fill the device.

"It worked, but it doesn't seem to be as efficient, not that I'm surprised. Try the others."

He did as asked and they all worked. I had Ska try his, using a charged mana stone, since he didn't have much mana. That worked as well. Good to know if we got into a bad situation. It wouldn’t cost a whole lot to stock charged mana hearts and leave them in the secure storage for emergencies.

"Alright, that worked. Ska, hold off on using those stones unless we are in serious trouble. Martin, please keep the cloak topped off, I will do the main power."

Both nodded.

***

We coasted into the secluded beach where the dwarves resided sometime after sunset. The speed at which we could cover ground was impressive.

"We're here," I said, locking the controls and standing up.

Being the control center, this room was near the center of the structure on the bottom level. I did make one adjustment before we left. A tube led straight out the bottom, covered by a plate that slid over it.

"Why are we stopping?" Martin asked, eager to make sure his sister was safe.

I didn't share his eagerness. "We are at the dwarven stronghold. Initially, it was my idea to attack them under the cover of darkness but I threw that plan out the window seeing as we have more pressing matters."

"Okay... then why are we here?"

"It’s too dangerous to let them continue preying on locals. So I came up with another way to attack them." I pulled out one of the bombs, setting it into place above the tube. "This and three other bombs will be dropped They will release a poison gas that should deal with them. By the time we return they should be dead or severely weakened. Then we can finish them off once and for all."

Martin looked a little pale, I couldn't blame him. He hadn't seen the shit that I had seen.

"You sure that is the right thing to do?"

"It's either that or keep letting them dictate the terms. From what Fiona told me they are attacking other people now. Whether or not we caused that change, I can't say. What I can do is stop them."

"Then why tell us, why not just drop it and go?"

"Because, If the three of us do this together, perhaps the system will split any experience. I wouldn't suggest this if we didn't need all the help we could before taking on the Black Dragon."

Ska hissed in disapproval, "Ska wants no part in this. There is no honor or glory in it."

I couldn't argue that point. I turned to Martin to see what he would say.

"Fine, but only because getting stronger might help me protect my sister."

He walked over, looking nervous. "Uh, what do I do?"

"Just wait there, I have to arm it first."

I spun the three disks until they lined up, creating the correct runic-pathway. Then I pressed my hand against the activation plate.

"Ok help me lower it over the opening."

The bombs weren't all that heavy and we got it into place.

"On three, let go."

I had a brief moment of self-doubt on whether I was doing the right thing as I counted down. I shoved that thought to the back of my mind as I finished the countdown and released the weapon. The world would not give me a second chance if I was weak. Besides, these fuckers signed their death warrant when they attacked us. How those deaths came about was irrelevant.

I watched as the weapon fell through the hole and was accelerated by the levitator field below the ship. I had a moment of panic as the object rocketed down at speeds it wasn't built to handle. Thankfully the design seemed to slow it down, then its own field kicked in just before it punched into the ground.

We moved and repeated the process three more times, alternating who actually activated the weapon. I didn't know how the System was going to determine who earned the experience but figured it couldn't hurt.

"That's the last one. Fiona, can you stick around for an hour to see if the objects worked, then catch up to us. We will pause near that town where we killed those Cartel people."

She nodded, flying down through the bomb chute before I closed it off.

"Alright, let's get moving."

We didn't have to wait an hour or even another five minutes. A scroll of death notifications lit up my feed before I turned them off again. I sucked in a deep breath, pushing aside the fact that I had murdered dozens again. I looked over to see how Martin was handling it. 'Yep, about as well as I thought, which meant not very.'

The rest of the trip was silent, even when Fiona joined up with us again. She simple nodded and we continued on our way.

By morning we had made it past Ska's village. I had reduced our speed during the night so we could get some rest. Not that I was able to sleep with what I had done. Even if I knew it was necessary. I had yet to look at the message blinking in my vision. With a sigh, I clicked on it.

Congratulations you are the first person on your planet to deal over 250000 damage with one attack 250000 XP awarded

I suspected Martin had gotten a few messages like this as well. It gave me a good estimate of how many dwarves there might have been in that stronghold. Too many to take on was the conclusion I came to.

You have reached level 17, modifiers increased by 1, 2 free skill slots available

You have earned the title Reaper. Those you have marked for death cannot escape your grasp. Through concentration, you can pinpoint their direction. The range is limited.

I rubbed my face and sighed. It was an excellent title to have, especially being a bounty hunter. But did the System really have to rub in the fact that I just murdered a bunch of people by giving me a title? I decided to focus on something else, checking my stats since they hadn't changed in a long time.

Paul Fuller | Mantra Enchanter | Level 17

Strength: 13(+2) modifier x18

Endurance: 19 modifier x36

Agility: 15(+2) modifier x18

Perception: 17 modifier x18

Intelligence: 22 modifier x36

Wisdom: 14 modifier x18

Charisma: 11 modifier x18

Luck: 14 modifier x18

HP: 684(752)

Mana: 792

Mana Regen(M): 252

The bump was nice but hardly noticeable at this level. Next, I looked to see what skills I had unlocked. Turns out not much. I got a bump to Rejuvenate. I could now heal a hundred and seventy-five health instead of the one-twenty five from before. That used up one of my free skill slots.

Reverberating Strike: For the next two seconds all of your blows act as if the target is not wearing armor, cost 60 mana, cooldown 4min

That was a no-brainer, I grabbed that skill. It wasn't like my old options were very impressive.

Now that I was done I looked over to Martin, using Identify. He had leveled twice from that attack and was now level fourteen. I decided not to ask him about his skills, imagining that would be a sore subject right about now.

Even Fiona had gained a level and was now fourteen. Turns out she got a reduced amount of experience from whatever I did. Though she didn't get any new skills, she did look more substantial in her visible form. 'That could be a trick of my eyes though.'

After resting and eating a quick meal we got back on the way. Our haste turned out to be in vain though.

***

We hovered over the burned-out remains of Arman. Not even a tendril of smoke remained, telling me that the city had been burned to the ground quite some time ago. The townsfolk had all been rounded up and executed, their heads stuck on poles and left to rot. Martin was standing near the corpse of his sister. She was wrapped in an old curtain after we helped him remove her from the cross.

She had been stripped naked and beaten to death. The words carved into the board, a message meant for me.

This is what happens to those that cross the Black Dragon. If you want to stop this, you know where to find me. You cannot delay the inevitable.

I ground my teeth and clenched my fists in rage. Even though I despised Martin’s sister, she didn't deserve this. After we helped lay the townsfolk to rest we flew to Gok's compound in the desert, what was left of it. Martin was silent, stuck in his head and grieving for his sister.

The walls had been demolished and everyone had been butchered. It looks like they put up more of a fight than Arman though. There was red blood mixed in with the orange blood of Gok's people. There was another message for me.

We will destroy everything you hold dear and any that help you until you face judgment at the hands of the Black Dragon.

As we were burying these bodies, Martin spoke. "We have to stop them," he said quietly.

"We will," I replied with conviction I didn't feel.

"Can we even take them at our current strength?"

Not one to lie about something so critical, I told him the truth. "No, I don't think we could."

He nodded, probably expecting this answer from me. Once we cleared the dead, we flew towards Biloxi.

We could see signs of smoke in the distance but as we got closer it looked like most of the town was still intact. That could mean a few things. Either the Black Dragon was still here or they were driven off. Neither option was ideal so I set the fortress down in the desert, out of sight of the city.

"Stay here, while I check it out."

"I am coming with," Ska stated.

I sighed but didn't stop him from exiting the structure.

We made our way to the outskirts of the city. Now that we were closer we could see the damage.

A large chunk of the city facing Arman's direction had been burned down. A wall had been erected beyond that point stopping the invaders in their place.

"That's new," I mumbled.

"Hmmm smells of ash and death," Ska added.

"Well, let's go say hi."

            

    
        Chapter 97: The new Lord

    
    
    
    
                As we approached the city wall, I could see guards patrolling the top. They were mixed race as far as I could tell.

Two guards at the entrance stopped us.

"Halt and state your business."

"Bounty hunter, we are tracking the group that burned down Arman."

"Any ID to prove you are what you claim?"

I fished out the deputy badge that the Marshall had given me when we started working for him. The guard took it, inspecting the item, then looking at me.

"It's just a hunk of metal, where is the enchantment?"

"Look, I'm from Earth, there isn't exactly a thriving enchantment community. This is what I was given. If you need to verify its authenticity, send a message to a Marshall Sumner in Houston Texas."

"Come with me," the guard ordered.

I rolled my eyes when he turned away but followed along, using Identify as I did.

Chipawik | Sentinel | Level 24

I stumbled when I read the information. That might help explain why the Black Dragon had been driven off. I used Identify a few more times, glad I now had an upgrade to the skill that made detection harder. All of the guards were in the low twenties.

"Strong," Ska growled softly.

I nodded.

Chipawik led us to a new building. It looked like a palace.

We were ushered inside. "Wait here. Lord Vik't will call you when he is ready."

I nodded, sitting down in one of the chairs.

***

I checked my watch, it had been three fucking hours. Ska was starting to pace, being cooped up for so long. Finally, the large double doors opened.

"Lord Vik't will see you now."

"Asshole," I muttered quietly.

We were led down another opulent hallway, richly decorated by paintings and expensive artwork. All the trappings of nobility and wealth.

The butler, a level fourteen, opened the doors for us.

"So these are the bounty hunters... hmm. Please, have a seat."

Lord Vik't looked like a cross between an elf and those tall grey aliens from alien shows. He had large black eyes, grey skin, pointy ears, and a black mane of hair that started from a widow's peak and ended below his shoulders. He was tall, perhaps seven feet with a slim build. That was hidden under a robe that probably cost more than the entire fortress.

The rich red and gold robe had intricate silver spirals and designs woven through it. I realized that those silver threads were probably mithril thread. I had heard of it but never expected to see it in person. The thread was extremely hard to produce.

Beyond that, the man was festooned with jewelry. So much magic radiated off him that I felt a palpable weight settle on me as I got closer.

Before I sat down, I used Identify to see what I was dealing with.

Lord Vik't | High Mage/Enchanter | 25/12

I suppressed a shudder. The man had waited to gain his second class at twenty and had gotten the second one to twelve. That was the only reason to see the split level. Otherwise, it would have been combined like others I had seen.

"Mantra Enchanter... curious class... do you perchance make enchanted items?"

"Uh... no. I create spells through words."

What the hell, why did I tell him that!

"Pity... we have found so few new recruits in your world."

I waited for him to continue for a full minute. As I was about to speak up he continued as nothing had happened.

"I apologize for the wait... we sent a courier to confirm your identity," he stated, waving his hand across the desk and depositing my badge.

"We have brokered a deal with this Marshall... and have enchanted the badges of him and his men... any offworlders should recognize them as legitimate."

The man's halting form of speech was a bit annoying. So I tried to speed things along.

"I-"

"Yes... you are here about the group that attacked Arman... and attacked my holding. Follow me... I will take you to the one we captured."

"You-"

"Yes... he was the sole survivor in a group of five... we have already questioned him... he is no longer of any use to us."

The Lord led us down a flight of stairs and into a prison wing. An unconscious man hung limply from a set of shackles on the wall. With a wave of his hand, the door opened.

"You may take him if you wish... or simply kill him here," the lord said without a hint of emotion.

I turned toward the captive and used Identify on him.

Michael | Investigator | Level 17

Dammit, if even the lackeys were high level, that didn't bode well for us.

"Can I-"

"You may question him if you wish... I will have a servant show you out when you are done."

Lord Vik't turned and strode away.

I was thankful for that, the man was creepy with his ability to intuit what I was about to say. I didn’t think he was reading my mind. If he was, I would probably have been locked in here just from those thoughts alone.

I was about to enter the cell when I heard someone clear their throat behind me. When I turned around to see who it was I spotted one of the servants.

"The lord would prefer if you take your barbaric means of extracting information... elsewhere," the man replied in a formal tone.

"Ok... do you have a way for me to keep this man from using his skills?"

"We can supply you with a set of null cuffs."

"Alright,"

"Excellent, that will be a thousand credits," the man replied.

I ground my teeth in frustration. "Fine, here."

I transferred over the payment, glad I had cashed in a few extra weapons so we wouldn't be without funds after the house was complete.

The man handed me a set of silver gold bracelets. "Put one on each wrist, and it will prevent him from using any abilities."

The man then proceeded to press a button on the wall and the manacles holding the unconscious man up released. He collapsed to the floor, unmoving.

I walked over and slapped the enchanted items on him.

"Ska, I'll carry him, you keep an eye out for trouble."

"I will be vigilant," the grimalkin replied.

I tossed the man over my shoulder after tying his arms and legs together. Then we headed out of the palace.

The guards watched us as we left and other than a few curious stares from locals we left the town in peace. It was a far cry from the previous time I had been here less than two months ago.

Fiona had been hovering above the outskirts of the city, making sure nobody followed us. Once she determined we were clear, she joined us.

"I couldn't tell if anyone was following but you should know the city is protected by an invisible dome of energy."

"Yeah, I got the feeling that they didn't want us to stick around. Too barbaric in our ways. They probably only relinquished the prisoner to earn some goodwill with the native population," I snorted.

Not like I was going to go spreading tales of their generosity around.

"Come on, let's hoof it back to the fortress, I'm sure Martin is anxious for us to return."

I concentrated power into one of my tattoos. It gave me a direction. Another safeguard, in case someone ever did manage to steal the thing, I would always know where to go looking for it.

We trekked into the desert. The landing spot had been deliberate. I hoped the sandworms were deterrent enough to keep anyone far away. After a half-hour, we came upon the cloaked structure. Ska opened the door and the four of us went inside. We didn't have a cell but there were two spare rooms. We moved the stored items out from inside the room and tossed the man inside. The door locked as it shut and without a tattoo, the man wouldn't be able to exit.

I would question him later, first I wanted to move the fortress. It was probably best that the stuffy Lord had kicked us out. He didn't need to know the information I was going to drag out of this man.

***

We set down in the burnt remains of Arman a final time. I thought it a fitting place to question the man. Martin not so much. He had been angry and withdrawn ever since we buried his sister. Now that one of the killers was onboard, he was irate.

My refusal to let him question the man didn't help. To blow off steam, Ska and him went to take on that dungeon in the area. Fiona stuck around to make sure the man didn't overpower me. I was a bit miffed that she thought that the man could best me without the use of skills but I shrugged it off, crazier things had happened.

As I opened the door the man rushed at me, swinging for my face. I let the blow land as my shield flickered absorbing the attack with ease. Then I kicked him in the balls. The man let out a high-pitched scream and went down in a heap.

"Good, you're awake," I said, acting as if nothing had happened.

He had managed to undo his rope bindings, oh well. I produced my staff and before he could react, smashed one of his ankles.

The man screamed again.

"Now, Michael... do you know who I am?"

The man looked at me, rage in his eyes but also understanding.

"Good, then I won't need to explain to you why I am doing this. See, you people think you know how to terrorize someone to get them to do what you want," I said, walking around the man as I leisurely spun my staff.

"Torture me all you want, you won't get anything from me," the man ground out.

I laughed. "I bet you don't even know the meaning of torture," I added, stopping in front of him. "Oh... but I do. Did you know Sharla tortured me for four months straight? You can’t even begin to imagine the pain and suffering."

The man shrunk back at my manic grin.

"See, I learned a thing or two from her about pain. Oh and rest assured, you won't die or maybe you will," I added, casting Second Chance on the man right before my staff bashed his face in.

***

"Stop! Please, I'll tell you what you want to know... just ask," Michael plead.

I simply whistled as I walked around the man, healing his newest round of injuries. He wasn't there yet but he was getting close. Once he was ready, I wouldn't need to ask him any questions, he would simply spill his guts just to make the pain end. I had already garnered a fair bit of useful information from the man.

He was an ex-cop from New York, corrupt as they could get. He had worked for the Cotton's for five years now. Specifically the older brother, Randy.

Randy's operation was smaller than his dead brother's. But the men he employed were all ex-military, private contractors.

I activated Flurry, turning the man's leg into paste. He screamed, tears streaming down his face as I cast Rejuvenate on him. I knew the pain of regrowing a broken limb was almost as bad as the initial break. The man tried to pass out but I slapped him hard across the face, keeping him awake.

I didn't feel an ounce of remorse for torturing this man. The shit that spewed out of his mouth, about the things he had done, warranted much more. He finally cracked five hours later after his second death experience. He wanted it to end so he told me every sick detail. How his men had defiled the woman, what they did to Martin's sister after she tried to fight them off... everything.

I left the man with four broken limbs and closed the door. I had the information I wanted, I now knew the number of men Randy Cotton employed along with a general idea of their levels. I also learned that they had no other trackers and they did follow that damn ring down here. Randy might send another group looking but if he did he was only going to find a few burned-out villages.

From Michael's information, I could begin to start formulating a plan. Honestly, I would have just liked to drop a nuke on Chicago and be done with the whole thing. But I had no way of escaping from a blast of that size. Not that I knew where to start looking for a nuke. It wasn't like the old government made those locations public knowledge. I decided that wasn’t a path I wanted to even begin to go down. 'There was always the nerve gas route,’ I thought as I wiped the blood from my hands. I dismissed that notion as well, deciding to never utilize that stuff again.

Martin and Ska returned a few hours later. They had managed to get a first clear bonus for The Grove, earning a free skill point and a title that gave them a 10% movement speed buff in forests. Ska was ecstatic about both. The movement because it was his preferred habitat and the skill point since he only got one every five levels. I asked him what skill he chose. He said it was called Double Strike. Essentially it allowed one attack to be counted as two.

"Hey, that's great. You might actually beat me now," I added with a grin.

He growled appreciatively and headed off into the kitchen. I stopped Martin.

"I finished questioning our guest."

"And?" he asked, shaking.

I looked at him. "He did help, would you like to be the one to deal the final blow?"

Martin stood there shaking for a good minute before he whispered hoarsely, "no."

I nodded. "You are a far better man than I am Martin... never lose that."

"Are you going to-," he started to ask before I held up my hand.

"No, but he will get what is coming to him."

***

"You can't do this to me," Michael said, struggling to get free.

"Sure I can. Don't worry, you should survive the fall," I added, kicking him out the open door.

He screamed as he tumbled through the air and down into the dark recess of the Abyss. I heard a scream and a crunch echo up from below and I smiled. The creatures below could take care of the rest. I closed the door and we floated away silently while the terrible things in the darkness feasted on fresh meat.

            

    
        Chapter 98: Collecting a debt

    
    
    
    
                After we dropped off our passenger, I oriented the fortress toward the coast and the dwarven stronghold. It was time to collect the property that had been stolen from us.

I had plenty of time to reflect on the information Michael had coughed up during the journey. One bit had become of interest to me and that was about this so-called Stygian Order. Apparently, that was the actual name of the shadow faction. The assholes that had stranded me in the south, left to die in the desert.

He didn't know much about them, other than the fact they had been hampering the Black Dragon efforts in New York as well as Chicago. According to Michael, other than the one kid they captured and killed in Chicago, there hadn’t been any sign of the group. Even when Randy Cotton had arrived and used his force to eliminate the Triad. I didn’t know why the man bothered until I learned that all survivors were forced to offer a System oath to Randy.

I tried to understand Randy’s goals but even Michael had been unsure of what they were. Something about purifying the country, blah, blah, blah. The guy sounded a lot like how the Nazis did and it gave me a bad feeling. Thanks to Michael being so forthcoming with his information, I learned that Randy had managed to take control of New York. Not the state but the city. That was bad enough. What he had the people doing I didn't know. Michael had been sent out just as they finished their campaign of subjugation.

It would bear looking into. We had time now that Michael was dead and Randy had no real way to further track my movements we were essentially off his radar. I didn't think for a minute that that made us safe though. Randy sounded like a resourceful man. If he wanted to locate me again he could and would do so.

Eventually, we would have to come head to head but none of us were ready for that altercation yet. Perhaps if I could safely utilize my Aura of Rage things would be more even. Then again I had no clue what the man’s class even was, let alone his skills. Even Michael didn't have that information as it seemed Randy had an item that allowed him to detect people that used Identification skills on him. And those people were quickly killed for the transgression.

***

We hovered well away from the beach. The same one we had been attacked at and had retaliated in turn. Fiona was checking to see if anyone had survived the attack or returned while we were away. It took her an hour to verify everything was clear before I brought the fortress in for a landing.

"Martin and Ska you stay here," I stopped Ska from arguing with me, "Unless you have a hazmat suit, it's too dangerous for you to come with. Fiona will watch my back while I locate our stuff."

That reminded me, I went upstairs and emptied my backup ring, setting everything in one of the storage rooms. My main ring only held my armor and weapon. If I was forced to fight that would be a bad thing.

The dual doors acted as an airlock. While they weren’t designed for that purpose, it worked out well. The rest of the house had been put in lockdown mode. Nothing in or out, all vents sealed by the runic magic. Once I closed the outer door the stealth field would drop and the shield would spring up. If we did miss a dwarf or two, they wouldn't be able to breach the defenses before Martin could maneuver out past their range.

I closed the inner door and donned the hazmat suit. I replaced the oxygen tank with one of the spares I had taken from the underground facility. Then I activated the exterior door, watching it swing open on silent hinges.

The ramp extended, a similar mechanism to the landing struts I had designed. Not that I needed it. I could clear the eight-foot drop with a jump.

Like our previous time here, the place was quiet, with no sign of habitation at all. The difference this time was the boreholes where the bombs had landed. I shined the makeshift flashlight down the hole. It was a glow-rock set into an old flashlight body. It worked, just not well.

The beach was dark, only illuminated by the overcast moon. I could hear the waves lap against the shore in the distance as I made my way over to the repaired rock face. The only difference I noted this time around was that all of the plant life was gone. Other than that you wouldn't be able to tell I had caused the entire face to come crashing down.

I used Earth Fist to open a hole into the mountain. It took forty minutes to create an opening large enough for me to comfortably walk through. I didn't want to risk crawling through a smaller opening and tearing open my suit.

That was probably a good thing as a haze of smoke wafted out when I breached the dwarven tunnel. I hoped that wasn't residual poison.

I waited for the smoke to clear before I stepped inside. I swung my flashlight back and forth, the light passing over a few corpses.

"This way," Fiona said, motioning towards me.

I nodded, stepping over the bloated corpse of a particularly girthy dwarf. We made our way farther into the tunnels, eventually, we found ourselves in the same chamber that we had been tried in. Only this time it was empty. Fiona led me down one of the side tunnels, the same ones the judges had used. I had to stop to clear out one tunnel, a dead dwarf had blocked the passage. I simply moved him into my ring and ejected him when we got to a wider tunnel. Down the final tunnel, we came to our goal.

In front of me stood two massive doors. Unlike the doors to the judgment hall, as I liked to call it, these were not ornately carved. I could see a haze of power emanating from the protective enchantments on the doors though.

"This is the armory or treasury. I couldn't get any closer to find out for sure.”

"Yeah, I can see why. This may be a problem. I don't think I want to risk getting any closer. That leaves trying to disrupt the enchantments a no-go."

I tried rubbing my face in thought, only to be brought up short by the plastic of my suit.

"There has to be a key or something that allows the dwarves past. I'm going to start searching the guards. Do you think you could locate the judges?"

"Yeah, I recall where their rooms were located, I can start there."

As Fiona flew off I walked over to one of the guards. I was glad they were outside of the enchantment range. If they weren't we might have been hosed if one of them had the key on them.

The first guard had nothing but his weapon and armor. I took both because he wasn't going to need them anymore. "Stupid assholes should have left us alone," I mumbled.

The second guard was the same, a weapon and armor. None of which was enchanted, same as the first one. Everything went into my storage rings. I went back the way we came, then headed down to the cells. There were a few more guards down there. I searched all of them. All of their gear went into my ring. I didn't find anything that resembled a key or item that might bypass the enchantment though.

Fiona found me as I was finishing up my search.

"There you are. I found the judges. They weren't in their rooms, that was why it took so long."

"Alright, lead me to them."

"About that," Fiona said with a grimace.

"What?"

"Well, let's just say I don't ever want to learn more about dwarven mating practices."

I shuttered, "ew, that bad huh. Alright, well I still have to go check... what's one more nightmare," I replied, following her down the winding corridors.

***

There wasn't enough bleach to wash the image out of my mind. Our bombs had caught the three judges mid orgy with what I assumed were dwarven women but it was hard to tell with the beards. Heck even if they were men that would have been better than what I saw.

I almost vomited into my suit. I would never look at another dwarf the same way after this. For all that was holy, I hoped that this clan was a clan of deviants. If not I might have to just turn the world against the entire species to save everyone else from this debauchery.

I was glad I was wearing a hazmat suit. If not I would have been forced to burn my skin off after searching the bodies. I did come up with a key of sorts. The necklace had an intricate pattern inscribed on it that radiated powerful magic.

My Identify was what told me I had found what I was looking for.

Vault Key

The key worked. As we neared the vault, the enchantments deactivated and the doors opened. The inside was filled with piles of gear.

"Well, it looks like we weren't the only people they stole from."

I know Fiona told me they attacked others but the realization hit me just now. It made me feel a little better about gassing them to death.

This was not going to be a quick task, I realized. I filled both of my rings and still hadn't located a single item of ours. Just as I was leaving I saw something I recognized. It was Bella's storage item. Tears threatened to escape as I hurried over and picked up the item. I was shocked to realize Bella was still alive inside.

I couldn't tell what her condition was though and couldn't risk taking her out until we were safely away from this area. What I could do is add some food and water I had stored inside my ring. a transfer between the devices never came into contact with the environment so it would be safe for her to consume. She would have to tear the water bottles open, but she was smart. The food was probably not to her preference but if she were starving that should keep her going.

"Sick fucks couldn't even give her a quick death, instead they just left her to rot in her cage," I growled.

"You found Bella!"

"Yeah, let's get back to the fortress and unload this shit. I'll give Martin the hazmat suit and send him in to collect more."

The process of switching out was time-consuming. Once back we took off with the door open so the wind could blow any residual trace of gas away. Then I had to remove the suit and hope we were successful. I waited an hour, keeping a close eye on my health and status bars. When nothing popped up I figured it was safe enough. The inner door was unsealed and I emptied the loot. I gave Martin both my rings and set the house down again.

It took the rest of the night to empty the vault of everything. The fortress was jam-packed with shit. Luckily transferring items to storage rings removed any contamination. Still, I told Fiona to keep Martin away from the horror room. He had enough mental shocks lately, he didn't need another.

Bella was in bad condition. Her feathers had mostly fallen out and she was weak from starvation and lack of water. I fed her in my room, losing a few fingers in the exchange. The pain was my price for being a shitty owner. After she ate and drank, she fell asleep. I cast Rejuvenate on her and some of her feathers did grow back. She would need a few days to recover fully though.

As for our gear, it was all recovered. We also found letters about what the dwarves were doing here. They had been transported over, with most of their clan and tunnels. Once they realized this they set about grabbing up any wealth they could get their hands on. They had managed to contact their old world and the rest of their clan, including their king. It wasn't specifically stated in any of the documents I found but I got the feeling that this was a rather poor clan. And they wanted a fresh start in a rich new world.

This was all done in preparation for when their king arrived. Now I did hope there was lingering poisonous gas in the tunnels. I couldn’t imagine their king was a paragon of virtue if he allowed his subjects to perform depravities like this. It would serve the prick right.

I also learned why they let us live. There were two factions of dwarves. One of the groups was adamantly opposed to the killing but not theft, they were a small minority amongst the clan here. Still, the dwarves had some weird laws and without a unanimous vote amongst the kin in the mountain, they couldn’t take action against us. At least that was what I gathered from the documents I found.

As for why they tossed us back in the house instead of leaving us to rot in the prison, I couldn’t piece together. Perhaps us dying of starvation while outside of their stronghold was acceptable to both parties. I don’t think they expected us to be able to escape, once they took everything. My attack on their stronghold caused the minority group to lose members and standing. The rest were killed or imprisoned as traitors, leading to the changing tactics of the remainder of the clan.

I felt a little bad about that. But not enough for me to mourn their loss.

We left the dead lying where we found them. Let anyone that came after puzzle out what happened. Even if the lingering gas didn't kill them perhaps they would feel threatened enough to return to their own world. If I heard rumors of others being attacked in this area I would return.

            

    
        Chapter 99: Location, location, location

    
    
    
    
                Seeing as we had no pressing business, at least not anything the four of us could do anything about. I decided to see if Fiona found any good dungeons to raid.

"Say, Fiona, you didn't happen to come across another horde dungeon while you were scouting did you?"

"Unfortunately, no. Plenty of other dungeons though. Looking for something specific?"

"A challenge and a way to level. Although, a first clear bonus would be nice as well."

"I couldn't say about the first clear bonus but I did come across a level twenty-five, a level nineteen, and a level sixteen dungeon."

"Hmm, what do you guys think, start at the easy one and work our way up?"

"Yes, let us fight!" Ska added excitedly.

Martin just shrugged, he was still grieving his sister.

"Ok... Fiona, point us in the right direction."

It turns out the dungeon wasn't far. We landed near the base of the mountain on the western face. We would have to climb a way to get to it. There just wasn't anywhere closer to land. We climbed up the scree-covered slope as the winds buffeted us.

The dungeon opening was set back from an outcrop. Angry screeches met us as soon as we got near. I was forced to duck as a creature flew at me. I hear Ska howl as he leaped upon the flying beast, riding it to the ground.

The scaly creature was about the size of a St. Bernard. It had leathery wings that attached along its body and its hind legs. While Ska wrestled with the beast, it tried to bite at him with its long neck.

I couldn't afford to help him though as I was fighting off my own. I swung my staff, bashing the creature in the neck as it flew at me.

I used Identify as the creature scrabbled back to its feet.

Young Cockatrice | Level 15

Now I had played D&D as a teen and this thing didn't resemble a chicken at all. Its face was more reminiscent of a dinosaur, teeth and all. My target hissed at me, pulling its sinuous neck back to strike at me. Before it could strike Fiona stabbed it through the back. It screeched in pain and snapped at her but she had already phased out. It was enough time for me to crack it across the head. This time I activated the enchantment on my staff. I wasn't sure that was needed as I heard a loud crack and the creature went limp.

Ska and Martin had taken care of theirs so I scanned the area for any more before I heard Ska groan in pain.

"I need help," he croaked.

I ran over to see what the issue was. He sported numerous deep scratches from the claws of the creature. Not a big deal, except for the fact that stone was slowly spreading from the wounds.

I held the fidgeting grimalkin down while I used Cleanse. This particular infection was much stronger than my skill and I had to use my spell four times to clear his system from the disease. After, I healed his numerous wounds.

"You good?"

He nodded, getting slowly to his feet.

"Martin, how bout you, any wounds?"

"No, it never got through my shield."

"Alright," I said, "you guys good to continue?"

Everyone nodded, I guess they were as eager to level as I was. Although, for different reasons.

You have entered The cavern of the silent sentinels: Level 16 dungeon. Recommended team size 5 people of level 17 or higher

I didn't understand the name of the dungeon until we made it to the first room. There, scattered about the room were dead dwarves, frozen in stone. Seeing the bodies I realized the first clear bonus was unlikely.

Still, with the high level of the creatures, it would make for plenty of experience. The four of us dispatched three more of the cockatrice. With the low ceiling, the creatures were easy to deal with. Ska was the only one I had to keep my eyes on. Everyone else had a way to avoid taking damage.

The next room we entered was a massive cavern. I couldn't even estimate its size, it stretched far into the distance and massive stalactites and stalagmites dotted the area, making it hard to see. Even with this visual barrier, I could see movement on and near these pillars. The cockatrices were using a bony spur along their wing as a grasping appendage. Dozens were crawling on these towering formations.

Then there was the smell. It smelled like someone had barfed on a wet dog. I had to swallow back a gag as the fetid wind blew toward me from deeper inside the cavern.

We didn't need to worry about being stealthy, the creatures were making a racket with their screeching and moving about.

"Martin, see if you can pull a few with your mana pistol, I don't want to fight them in the open if we can avoid it."

"Alright."

Martin pulled out the weapon and fired at some of the closer creatures. He hit one and landed shots near a few others.

The creature that was hit hissed angrily at us and took flight but didn't come our way. The other two sprang off their perches and flew at us. I Imbued my staff with lightning and air, then whipped the enhanced Stunning Gust at one of the creatures.

The magic tore through one of its wings and it tumbled to the ground, squawking angrily as it tried to right itself.

Martin's summon, what I liked to call the tentacled horror, snatched the other creature out of the air. It looked like a cross between a squid and a deer. The whole head was replaced by long tentacles that hung limply to the ground most of the time. The rest of the creature was covered in barbed scales that would rend flesh if you rubbed up against them. Suckered feet replaced hooves and the squelching sound it made when it walked was the thing of nightmares. It was even worse when the thing walked up walls or hung from a ceiling by those appendages.

I couldn’t suppress a shudder.

The summon was slow to walk but the tentacles on its face were lightning fast. The cockatrice didn't even have time to give an indignant squawk before the creature crushed it in its many-limbed grasp.

Meanwhile, Ska had loped over and tore open the neck of the one I brought down. I sighed, this was going to be a slog.

***

We stepped out of the dungeon a few hours later. Everyone was exhausted. The creatures hadn't been all that difficult as long as we kept pulling them in. The only time we got to a hairy part was when ten of the creatures descended on us after we entered the main cavern. Ska was forced to hide in Martin's protective bubble while we fought off the creatures. Not because he couldn't kill them but because I had my hands full fighting and didn't have time to make sure he wasn't turning to stone.

I was thankful that the creatures were relatively dumb. And that we had a way to protect ourselves from their attacks.

There was no boss monster within this dungeon, another sign that it had been cleared recently. Still, we did get some stuff out of clearing the entire thing.

For clearing this dungeon your team has been awarded 3500 credits

Cockatrice claws x 100

Cockatrice venom sacs x 100

I actually had an idea for the venom sacs. Something similar to the nerve gas bombs I had made before. I would have to develop a warhead though but that should be simple enough. Also, this should be much safer to use than that nerve gas. It wasn't aerosolized so you had to get the liquid inside your body for it to start to affect you.

The only reason I was considering this instead of using more nerve gas was just how gruesome the nerve agents were. They weren't designed to kill quickly and painlessly. They were designed to spread fear and panic. I would never have considered using them if the dwarves had an open-air city. Also mixing four types of toxins ensured a quick death. My idea for this new weapon was to take care of a problem we had run into before. It would mean going back around the mountain but I think it would be worth it.

"Ska, what would you say if I said I had an idea for clearing out the Abyss?"

"Truly?" he crooned, "It would ease the minds of my people greatly, not having to worry about one day having a creature crawl up from below."

"Even after they kicked you out?"

"They did what was best for the village. Weakness breeds trouble. I am ashamed to admit that I was weak and a fool."

"You think they will take you back?" I asked.

"No, banishment is permanent. Even if I did wish to go back, I would not anymore. There is so much to learn about this world."

"Fair enough. It will take me a few weeks to create the devices. We might as well stick around and keep running the dungeon each day."

So, that's what we did. Each morning we would run the dungeon. After we would do whatever for the rest of the day. Martin mostly kept to himself, still grieving over his sister. Ska would run off and hunt local wildlife and Fiona would either stick around or join one of the others. It seemed like she spent most of her time talking with Martin. I was glad to see he wasn't just bottling up his emotions. Hopefully, they could help each other. I know that Fiona had some residual issues from her imprisonment. We had talked about it. It was one of the reasons she always chose to go scouting. The open spaces helped her cope.

I tinkered with my warhead design. For this plan to work I needed to aerosolize the venom. Considering that it wasn't designed to do that and would dry out quickly the system had to act fast. After wasting two full days, I realized I was overthinking everything. I pulled out one of the corpses I used for testing my tattooing and injected the venom. I smiled after there was no change.

I took the meat and left the fortress. Ska had told me that there were predators in the area. I set out the bait and waited. After an hour a creature about the size of a medium dog started sniffing around. It located the food and dove in, tearing it apart. From my vantage point, I got to watch the creature turn to stone after eating the infected meat.

"Well, that makes things a whole lot easier."

Instead of screwing around with warheads and dispersal mechanisms, I had Ska hunt a bunch of creatures. We cut the meat up into smaller chunks and injected the venom. I did end up having to Cleanse us a few times while we did this. Any small cut led to petrification creeping in. Not a fun experience.

The next day we flew over the expanse that was the Abyss and dropped our tainted meat. It was the fastest leveling up I had done since the first days of the System. I also learned of the creature's levels finally.

You have killed a level 42 Rift-Stalker

You have killed a level 44 Rift-Stalker

You have killed a level 40 Rift-Stalker

You have killed a level 45 Rift-Stalker

Etc, etc. I ignored the messages after the first dozen came through. I was really glad we hadn't let one of these creatures onboard. There was no way we could have taken it in a straight-up fight. It was a good thing I didn't mind fighting dirty.

By the time the messages stopped coming in I had made it to level nineteen. Martin had catapulted all the way to level seventeen. Ska was now seventeen as well but I suspected he was on the cusp of hitting eighteen. And Fiona had hit sixteen. That experience deficit she suffered really sucked.

Even with these new levels I still didn't feel confident in taking on the Black Dragon but we were getting closer. I looked over the new skills presented to me.

Life Link: For 10sec anyone who damages the target of the spell heals 25 damage per attack, must be within 3m of the target to receive healing. Cost 50 mana, cooldown 3 min

Beacon: Your words draw the attention of all enemies within a 20m radius. For 10 sec you are the target of everyone's aggression. Cost 100 mana, cooldown 10 min

Shockwave: Your weapon produces a shockwave of force that strikes the target within 25m for weapon damage and stuns them for 5sec. Cost 70 mana, cooldown 2 min

Mana Link: For 30m you have a 5% chance of recovering 10% of the damage dealt with each attack as mana. Cost 75 mana, cooldown 1 hour

Seeing as I had no other decent options I took these four abilities. I wasn't completely sold on Mana Link. A five percent chance wasn't much. Plus it was only a self-buff, I couldn't cast it on anyone else. I guess it was a hit or miss, either I waste 75 mana or have a chance to gain far more.

Life Link would be nice. I would just cast that on Ska's target. I would have to warn Fiona about it though.

Beacon was a meh. I didn't relish being the center of attention, even if I had the best armor and was the most likely to survive. But if it meant keeping a fatal blow off an ally I could accept that.

Now, Shockwave was nice. I had been hoping for another ranged option. Stunning Gust was ok but it only had a small chance to stun. Now I had a guaranteed stun and another way to funnel my weapon damage through a ranged attack.

After looking over the skills, I checked on my stats to see how they changed.

Paul Fuller | Mantra Enchanter | Level 19 

Strength: 13(+2) modifier x20 

Endurance: 19 modifier x38 

Agility: 15(+2) modifier x20 

Perception: 17 modifier x20 

Intelligence: 22 modifier x38 

Wisdom: 14 modifier x20 

Charisma: 11 modifier x20 

Luck: 14 modifier x20 

HP: 722(794) 

Mana: 836 

Mana Regen(M): 280

My mana and mana regeneration was getting to be quite ridiculous. I had enough mana now that I could multicast Area of Denial back to back, despite the doubled cost. And I was now recovering almost five mana a second.

I drummed my fingers on the arm of the chair, thinking about what level twenty would bring. I also needed to think about what class to dual-class into. Back when I had been dumped into the desert I would have chosen a class that could make portals or teleports around wherever. Now with the Fortress, that seemed pointless. Well, maybe not pointless but less of a concern.

I decided to shelf those thoughts for later, I had a full level to think about that. For now, I decided to head back to Texas. A bit of rest and relaxation before we hit up the other dungeons would do us good.

The others were focused on their level-ups and skills while I oriented the fortress and got us moving again.

            

    
        Chapter 100: Tides are turning

    
    
    
    
                I relaxed on the beach as the ocean waves lapped at the sand a dozen feet away. The weather was perfect, a sunny cloudless day and no apparent monsters in sight.

Ska and Martin were enjoying the water but keeping close to the shore. We knew the ocean had some nasty creatures in it. I had already gone for a swim but I preferred just lounging in the sun.

When we returned to the Houston area we parked the fortress near a beachside resort. The place had been deserted for quite some time but there had been plenty of signs of fighting in the area. This was our last day of rest. We had been here a week and unwinding had helped. Martin was starting to come back around, Ska was being less ornery and even I was given time to process all the fucked up shit that had happened in the last few weeks.

I realized having a high intelligence didn't always help with making the most humane choice. It allowed me to come to a choice much quicker but not to think about the consequences of that action.

I didn't regret killing the dwarves or the creatures in the Abyss. But had I thought it through I would have done things differently, especially with the dwarves, fuck those creepy bastards in the Abyss, they got what they deserved.

No, with the dwarves I realized I may have made another powerful enemy. I should have used explosives to level the entire cave system, if not before utilizing the nerve agent, then certainly afterward. Half-assing stuff like this is what had gotten me into trouble with the Black Dragons again. If I had gone through their loot then and there and disposed of that stupid ring, none of what happened to Arman or that desert outpost would have happened.

I glanced toward the fortress, the smooth stone gleaming in the sun from the parking lot. The first thing we needed to do was offload the spoils. I didn't want that stuff being tracked back to us.

Bella hissed next to me, throwing up sand as she dug deeper into the beach, creating a nest to lay in. She had recovered from her starvation, during the course of the week, and was back to her normal ornery self. I pulled out a piece of raw meat and tossed it into the air. She snatched it and chewed happily on it.

As for Fiona, she floated around town, not really interested in floating into the water or sunning her non-existent skin. It was at times like this when she truly missed her body and wanted to be alone with her thoughts. I knew it depressed her but there wasn't anything we could do about her condition. Certainly not from a lack of trying. We always asked around in the Bazaar when we were there. We got different answers but they all boiled down to no, you can't resurrect a person from the dead unless you wanted to make them undead. We would keep looking in any case.

***

We set the fortress down in some superstore's abandoned parking lot. We crushed a few cars just for the heck of it before we extended the landing gear in a clear spot. I remembered this place from my visits to the Marshall's office. It was a few miles away but much closer than we had been before. Most civilians in the area had evacuated to the green zone. An area that they had started constructing a wall. It was massive in proportion to even Biloxi and would cover a significant portion of the town when complete.

The Bazaar was also located in this district but was separated from the locals by a checkpoint and barricades. We didn't often go into the green zone, there was no need to since the Bazaar was accessible without going there.

The Marshall's office was still located outside the green zone and would remain that way. In his words, "we aren't police, our job is not to keep the peace. Our job is to bring the really dangerous criminals to justice."

The town had managed to stabilize a month after the System and elected a mayor and hired police to help keep crime down. It was an interesting system that they had in place but I still avoided the town unless I had to go. Ska and Martin were heading to the Bazaar to offload as much of the dwarven spoils as they could, while I went to talk with the Marshall and let him know we returned.

"Paul, you're back... just the person I wanted to speak with."

"Uh oh, should I just turn around and leave?"

"No, nothing bad, come. We can speak in my office."

I followed the grizzled man into an office cluttered with papers and folders.

He cleared off a chair for me, setting the lopsided stack on top of another before sitting behind his desk. "Paperwork never ends, even if the world does," he said with a sigh.

"So, what's up?"

"That can wait. How did your mission go? Gotta say you surprised a few people with your invention."

"Not as good as I would have liked. We managed to catch up with one of the men but not until after Martin's sister was killed along with his whole town."

"I'm sorry to hear that," the man added sincerely. "Well, I won't keep you long. What are your thoughts on this Lord Vik't... is he trustworthy?"

"Hmm, hard to say. I only met the man briefly. My guess is he has an agenda and he is quite frankly scarily high level."

The Marshall grunted, "I feared as much. We agreed to use his enchanted badges but some of the men feel they might be used to track our activities or spying on us. We were hoping you might be able to shed some light on them with your crafting skills."

"Sorry, Marshall, I don't have any idea about what the enchantment does on the badges, other than what Lord Vik't told me. Why the sudden concern?"

The man drummed his fingers on the desk for a bit before replying. "The Mayor and some of his cohorts are worried about the state of the nation. They are fearful that we are going to become second-rate citizens in our own country."

I had to choke back a retort about us doing the same thing to the Native Americans, but that was neither here nor now.

"The Mayor wants to form a unified coalition with surrounding cities and states to protect against this eventuality. He wanted me to go as a liaison to plead our case but I can't take months away from my post to try and convince people to join."

"So you want me to do this instead?"

"Not exactly. I think we both know where that would lead, Paul. Let's face it, you are not the most diplomatic person."

I snorted, he wasn't wrong.

"The Mayor has a man that used to be a lawyer. He would like you to fly him around to local communities and farther."

I rolled my eyes, "a lawyer? Why would I bother doing this?"

"The Mayor assumed you would do it out of civic pride. I convinced him to offer you something more tangible in its place. He is willing to offer you a mansion and all the land that went with it."

"Yeah... not interested," I said flatly.

"Yep, I told the Mayor you would probably say that. So I offered him an alternative. Instead of flying some asshat lawyer around how bout you take one of the deputies."

I rubbed my chin in thought before answering him. "Are you asking me to do this or is the Mayor?"

"Well, I would appreciate it if you helped but it's not like I would force it on you. If worst comes to worst I can have my deputy go by horseback."

"Not to be a dick, Marshall, but I don't feel like being a courier. That being said, I do believe that cooperation will be necessary for survival. I can offer you an alternative for now. I will stick around and build you your own vehicle or vehicles. Nothing as slow as these mana engine-modified cars that are running around. And in the meantime, Martin and Ska can take your man to the first few locations. The Mayor can foot the bill."

"Alright," the man said slowly, "but I will have to run it past the Mayor first."

I simply nodded. "We are parked in the old supermarket parking lot. Just ring the bell," I added with a smile.

I had wondered how long it would take the new leaders to notice what offworlders were up to. And I'm not talking about the ones and twos that came to trade or find a better life. No there were massive kingdoms that were pouring enormous amounts of wealth into gaining a small foothold into our world. Then there were places like Biloxi that I suspected were run by the Enchanters Guild. Dangerous people to cross.

Eventually, these rivalries would lead to war as it always inevitably did but that would be years or decades away. The smart leaders would join forces and push out any others contesting their claims. It remained to be seen which side that was, Earth or the offworlders.

I wanted to stay away from politics. As far as I was concerned all those greasy fucks needed to crawl back into their holes and leave the world alone. But that was a pipe dream. I knew that someone needed to govern the idiot masses. I just didn't care who did it. I was helping the Marshall out because I liked the man. I didn't know the Mayor, nor did I care to get to know him. My track record with post-apocalypse Earth authority figures was abysmal.

Instead of dwelling on that, I turned my thought to what to build for the Marshall. I certainly wasn't going to build them a fortress. I thought something more along the lines of the bus would be more practical and affordable.

I entered the broken doors of the store and went in search of a pad of paper and a pen to write my ideas down. Like most stores, it had been thoroughly ransacked after the System came into being. I wasn't expecting to find anything of value but I didn't expect the two men that came from either end of the aisle with knives.

The lanky man in front of me spoke. "Gib us all your credits and anything on you and you can go."

I looked over my shoulder at the man behind me, he had a similar appearance to the man in front. I used Identify on both as the one in front of me fidgeted nervously.

Alan | Tweaker | Level 8

Bart | Tweaker | Level 7

My guess was these guys were stoned off their ass when the system came online and either they picked the class because they thought it was funny or the System picked it for them. The names rang a bell and I looked at the one behind me again before it clicked. I remembered seeing their description on one of the wanted posters at the Marshall's office.

"The Tarly brothers huh... you sure you guys wanna do this?"

"Give us all your shit or we will fuck you up bro!"

"Alright. I was just gonna let you go because I had better things to do, but you forced my hand," I replied, my armor and weapon appearing.

The men tried to run, probably the first sensible thing they had done... not that it helped them.

I stuffed the two corpses in my ring. The reward was for dead or alive. Two fewer assholes on the planet. I would give them to the Marshall when he stopped by next.

            

    
        Chapter 101: Basic Bureaucracy

    
    
    
    
                Turns out I had to wait for far longer than I thought for the Marshall to come to see me. Three days longer. I'll be honest after the first day I dumped the two corpses into a garbage bin far from us. The measly reward wasn't worth keeping the corpses around. I would tell the Marshall about them, just so he knew they were dealt with.

"Mornin', Paul," a voice from the side spoke.

I had to push myself from under the truck to see who it was. I wasn't worried about someone sneaking up on me, Fiona was keeping watch from the top of the fortress.

"Oh hey, Marshall. Give me a hand?"

The Marshall held out his weathered hand and helped lever me off the ground.

The Marshall gestured with his head toward the truck, "whatcha working on?"

"Well, I figured it would make a good platform for your vehicle. You here to talk about the diplomatic mission?"

"About that."

"Oh boy, here we go."

"It's not all bad. The Mayor and his council agreed to the mission."

"I hear a but in there."

"But," the Marshall added, "they haven't come to a conclusion about paying you to create a vehicle. They want to do a cost-value assessment."

"You're joking right?"

"Wish I were. It took them two days just to agree on utilizing your offered services."

"Wait.. that was two days ago? Why did it take you another two days to come to see me?"

"That's the other problem. The man I wanted to send with you is missing. He and his team went out to collect a bounty and haven't returned yet."

"You think they were killed?"

"No. The man is cautious. I think their targets may have fled the area and he is still on their trail. The problem is the Mayor wanted you to leave two days ago. I delayed it in hopes that he would return. Now we are kind of in a pickle."

"Yeah. Obviously, I'm not cut out for diplomacy, but... hear me out here. What about Martin?"

The man rubbed his chin in thought. "That could work, the man does have a way about him that makes most people like him. Plus he is a high enough level that he can back up any claim he makes. You think he will go for it?"

"I don't see why not. It would do him good to get his thoughts off of what happened to his sister and instead work toward something productive."

"Here, have Martin read this over then. It's a list of what the Mayor wants out of the talks and a list of concessions he is willing to give up to make this deal happen."

I took the offered folder and glanced over the contents. I whistled when I saw what the Mayor was offering. "He really does want this deal to happen."

The Marshall nodded, "that he does. Not that I don't trust Martin but see that he understands the significance. I'll be on my way now, talk with you soon."

I breathed a sigh of relief after the Marshall was out of sight. I really hadn't wanted some random person in the fortress. The nervousness had festered over the past few days. So much so that I had just started building the vehicle for the Marshall. When he told me the man couldn't make it I nearly shouted in joy.

I knew the feelings were irrational but something about having a human I didn't fully trust, in my sanctuary, drove me to worry. It wasn't like that with the prisoner we had stuffed into the storage room. I think it had to do with the fact that I had full control of that situation. And it wasn't like I was going to lock some envoy away for the whole trip, that would make me look like an ass.

Honestly, the vehicle behind me was eighty percent complete because of this irrational fear. But the work wasn't all that difficult, I simply slapped on my old plates from the house. The only thing left to do was add the control lines and a mana heart to power the whole thing. Seeing as the governing body of this fair town still had their heads up their asses, I was just going to go with Martin on this trip.

It wasn't like the truck was going anywhere. Even if it did well, I wished the idiot that tried to steal it luck for the point five seconds they would live before the entire thing exploded. If the truck was moved more than a few feet from the hidden rune circle in the pavement the dwarven explosives would go off. And I knew just how effective those were from my time in Chicago. A don't touch me sign was taped to both side windows as a precaution.

Speaking of dwarven weapons. I still hadn't taken a look at those dwarven cannons we had acquired. From my experience with them, I knew that they were something similar to Martin's mana pistol, if only on a much larger scale. Wiping my hands off on a towel, I headed back to the fortress a hundred meters away. No point in risking being too close in case the explosives accidentally went off.

I waved to Fiona as I returned, not that I could see her, but I knew she was there all the same. She appeared next to me as I cycled the inner door.

"What did the Marshall want?"

"Oh, he came by to give me some good news and some bad news. Bad news is the Mayor and his circle are still deliberating on if they want me to make them the vehicle."

"And the good news?"

"That I don't have to fly some random stranger around. The Marshall okayed Martin to act as their representative."

"Hmm, and you think he will go for that?" she asked as the inner door clicked open.

"I don't see why not. You know how he is with people. The man is like a honey trap for flies."

"I guess we got caught as well," she said with a laugh.

"Ha, as if," I winked.

The house was quiet with only the two of us here. I breathed in the atmosphere, a welcoming bouquet of wet cats and sweaty men. Ok so maybe not the most welcoming of smells, I admit. But something just spoke of home to me. I did open up the vents to cycle some fresh air in. I also made a note in my notebook to add more air scrubbers or just some air fresheners.

"Can you tell Martin to take a look at this when he returns?" I asked, setting the folder on a table.

Fiona, like me, opened it up to take a look inside. "Well, now... that is something. I'm sure Martin will be ecstatic for the chance to make this deal happen."

I nodded, "I'm going to take a shower and fiddle with some crafting. If he has any questions tell him to come to see me."

"Sounds good. I'll be back outside," she added, slipping through the bomb chute.

I did close it behind her, not wanting anything to crawl up from underneath the ship. Fiona would be more comfortable outside anyway.

I didn't take a long shower, just enough to wash the sweat away. I was thankful that toiletries were not a high-priority item when the world came to an end. There was plenty of soap and shampoo left in ransacked stores. TP was gone but that could be purchased through the Bazaar. Apparently, most species need to wipe their butts, who knew.

After dressing, I went over to my work table and set one of the mana cannons on it. Like with the mana pistol, it didn't really resemble the earth counterpart. For one there was no barrel. It was just a four-foot-long white rod about six inches in diameter. Originally it had been mounted to a rolling base that allowed aiming. I had disassembled this unit to inspect it. The rod was quite heavy, heavier than a steel chunk of the same size.

I had no idea what material it was made from. The material had a chalky-white coloring to it but was smooth to the touch. Delicate patterns of mithril adorned the outside of the piece, leading to a mana heart embedded into a small base of mithril at one end. It was obviously the power source. And while I didn't know exactly what the enchantments were, I was smart enough to know what they did. They focused and amplified the mana into a coherent beam of destruction. It was pretty cool, not gonna lie.

I couldn't risk tampering with the device as it was much more powerful than the collars I had fiddled with in the past. That didn't mean I couldn't derive some ideas for a design of my own. I jotted down some notes and observations. A test would have to wait, no need to let the locals know our little flying rock was now heavily armed.

Putting that project aside, I produced another project I had started. For now, I just called it the accelerator. It was an open tube about ten inches wide with small plates angled in one direction.

The whole thing sat on three legs that held it off the floor. It was a prototype and would probably fall apart with a few uses but it was a proof of concept.

Ever since dropping those bombs on the dwarves, I had realized that the levitator plates could be used for other purposes. The design turned out to be quite hard to produce and was finicky to operate.

I turned on the device by feeding it a bit of power. Too much and it would float off the ground, not enough and well, nothing really happened.

I figured out the sweet spot and listened to the device hum quietly. The copper wires feeding the plates weren't ideal but they were enough for a prototype. No point wasting mithril on something like this.

I took out a marble and dropped it into the inner circle, tracking its progress to the mat below.

It got most of the way down before a misaligned plate sent it flying across the room. I sighed, 'I thought I had fixed that issue.'

This is why I tested this weak version. At least the marble speed increased this time. The first time I tested this, the marble actually slowed down, some weird interaction between the fields, halting it in place. I took the time to adjust the plate, using the fine adjustment screw I had added. My next test was a success as the marble thwacked hard into the mat.

Testing larger objects didn't increase the speed but they did hit with more force. I wrote down my observations and put the device away. It was a long way off from a functional weapon. Even just dropping a kinetic round below the fortress would be of little use. I had a lot of issues to iron out before I could make it launch a projectile horizontally. At the moment it wasn't more than something to kill time with.

I switched over to my next project. I had run into a dead-end on my body enhancement tattoos. Short of testing them on a live subject, I couldn't continue my work. I didn't throw that possibility out the window though. Plenty of criminals to use as test subjects. I just needed to make sure I wasn't empowering some psychopath.

A knock came at my door before I could follow those thoughts for too long.

"Come in," I replied, cleaning some of my experiments up.

Martin opened the door, I saw he had the folder in one hand.

"So, what do you think?"

"I think the fact that the Mayor is willing to give up complete control of the Bazaar to make this deal happen says a lot. But why did you want me to look this over?"

"What, Fiona didn't tell you... no of course she didn't," I stated flatly, rolling my eyes and picturing her chuckling about this. "The Marshall's man is off on a mission but the Mayor wants this done now. So, I kind of... volunteered you to be the representative."

"Huh, me... but... why?"

"Let me ask you this. What is your Charisma stat at?"

Martin had the tact to look sheepish before he replied. "Seventeen."

I knew the man hadn't spent much in Agility or Endurance, but he must have not spent a whole lot in Perception if he didn't notice how his high Charisma affected the people around him.

"Uh, huh... mine is eleven. Haven't you noticed that everyone likes to be friends with you?"

"No... wait, is this why you are friends with me?"

I shook my head. "No, I believe a high enough Intelligence or Wisdom stat counteracts the effect of your high Charisma. But even if that weren't the case, I doubt it's like mind control. More like people are ready to give you the benefit of the doubt. Plus I think you probably had a likable personality before the system, am I right?"

"I mean, I guess I had a lot of friends growing up. But still, why me?"

"Look Martin, all this moping about and self-doubt has got to stop. Yes, your sister died, and that sucks. But instead of wallowing in self-pity and what-ifs... don't deny it, I'm not blind," I said, stopping his argument. "Instead focus on doing something positive. Don't turn into me."

"Would that be so bad," he mumbled.

"For you, yes," I said confidently. I knew I was a mess of a human being. But Martin didn't need to be brought down to my level, if anything his positivity helped pull me up toward his.

"Fine... I'll do it this one time."

"Good, we can leave as soon as Ska returns from his hunting and training," I said, clapping the man on the back.

            

    
        Chapter 102: Aggressive diplomacy

    
    
    
    
                It was early morning before Ska returned from his hunt. Not that I minded a good night's sleep. We were already underway, the invisibility field concealing us from the ground. We were floating along at a leisurely twenty miles an hour. There was no immediate rush to get there and I was curious about the area.

I rolled out the rough map we had been given. It had been a state map but someone had scribbled on most of it with a sharpie.

The line of mountains that the dwarves lived in was marked as the Spine and little triangles marking them at the edge. I noticed they ran mostly north with no real break. 'I wonder how far they go.'

The words hill country with a rough distance of two hundred miles was marked. I assumed this information came from one of the Marshall's men. A large area was marked off in the north, probably a hundred miles from the base of the mountains as 'Forest'.

It looked like the town we were headed to was ten miles from the edge of the forest. Around where Tyler Texas used to sit. It was now marked as the Hornwell Holding and it stretched from the mountain to the forest and easily a hundred miles north to the edge of where Texas used to end. The words scribbled inside the map 'Not Hostile' didn't give me a lot of faith.

***

Spencer watched the trees from his concealed vantage point on the bluff. The elves had been quiet in the last few weeks and it made him nervous. Ever since one of the holding's men cut down one of their stupid trees, they had been at war. No amount of trying to apologize or make amends had worked. The elves simply attacked and killed on sight.

Spencer tightened the grip on his bow. He had earned the weapon after killing off one of the elves when they ambushed his group as they were scavenging the abandoned houses in the area. It hadn't been the first attack nor the last. Every few weeks an armed party of elves would ambush or attack anyone caught unawares. This had been going on for months now, with no end in sight.

Carlson Hornwell had ordered the forest cut back and so it was. Two miles of forest were leveled by spells or weapons. That also marked the largest confrontation with the elves to date. Over a hundred elves engaged the defenders. Ten men fell that day to the damned elven archers. But the elves didn't get away unscathed. At least fifteen elves died. The injured were treated and the attacks stopped for two whole weeks.

That was rare. This was why Spencer was diligently looking for anything out of the ordinary. A flicker caught his attention and his raptor-like gaze zeroed in on where it had occurred. He had maxed out his perception when he hit level fifteen. It gave him a significant edge when it came to dealing with the crafty elves.

One of his companions in the bunker walked up beside him after seeing his gaze locked on something.

"You got movement?" the man asked.

"I'm not sure."

He continued to watch that area of sky as a cloud passed behind a slightly distorted area.

"It's something and it's getting closer. Get ready to alert the garrison if it's the elves," he said, readying his bow and a skill called Lock-on. The skill failed to activate though as there was nothing to lock onto.

Before he could activate another skill a bolt of an iridescent green shot from the forest, impacting the flying object. Whatever spell was concealing the object shuttered and rippled. Three more elven arrows hit the object.

"Shit, signal the garrison!" he yelped. The elves were less than a mile from the edge of the forest. Whatever this object was it had forced them to reveal themselves.

Spencer watched as the three arrows impacted the object. His mouth dropped open as the enchantment concealing it dropped away, revealing an enormous floating rock. More arrows screaked out from the trees aimed at the strange thing but a glittering field popped into existence, causing the attacks to be absorbed or deflected.

***

"What the hell was that!" I yelped as the fortress rocked, causing my seatbelt to clench tight.

"You guys ok?"

"Yeah," they replied.

I adjusted the focus on the remote viewing device and saw the trails of more attacks heading our way. Three more impacted the bottom of the fortress before I could switch off the stealth and activate the shield.

"We're under attack! Roll out the cannons."

Martin and Ska unstrapped themselves and moved over to where I had molded in two cannons. They had limited side-to-side mobility but they could pivot up or down a good forty degrees. Thankfully Ska had those pre-filled mana hearts so he could transfer mana to the weapons. There wasn't any targeting system so it was going to have to be the best guess.

"I'm rotating around to face the target. Try twenty-five degrees."

I had marked a simple degree indicator on the walls next to the cannon's opening.

"Alright, we are pointed in their general direction, Fire when ready!"

I watched Martin fire off his shot. A white beam struck past the attackers, tearing up trees and sending a plume of dirt into the air.

"Go down five degrees," I said, watching the incoming attacks triple. Our shield was being hammered as it dropped below three thousand.

Ska's attack came next, hitting just shy. It seemed to be enough to pause the attacks before Martin's follow-up strike hit dead center.

These weren't the only mana cannons I had mounted, they were just the closest to get to, being mounted to what we considered the front. We had to fire a few more times as a sporadic number of attacks came in but they stopped as we moved out of range of the attackers. Ska could only fire three times. It took two of his charged crystals to power one shot and he only had six.

By the time the fighting had ended our shield had dropped to nearly two thousand. Some of that was just the cost of sustaining the field. The rest was from damage absorbed. Whoever had attacked us was serious. I'm glad I decided to take those mana cannons from the dwarves.

***

Spencer watched the whole fight in a stupor. White beams had torn up large sections of the elven forest while the rock floated there unshakable as it returned blast after blast. The object hovered there for a minute, before it zipped overhead, making a beeline toward the town.

"Oh, shit!"

***

I wanted to be done with this forest, it hid too many nasty possibilities. I jacked the speed up to the limit and zipped over the terrain with the shield still up. It would cost some power but it was safer than trusting the apparently faulty invisibility screen.

I set the fortress down well short of the town. I could see through the viewer that some anxious-looking humans were coming our way. I had also spotted a small walled compound near the edge of the forest. I imagined that was packed with fighters as well.

The shield had to be powered off in order to land. Once on the ground, it could be brought online again but it would not cover the bottom of the fortress. This was ok, I didn't plan to stay landed for long.

"And we're down," I said, quickly cycling down the power. "I have to see what damage we sustained. You three may want to greet our guests."

"It can't ever be easy, can it," Martin sighed.

"If life was easy it would be no fun," I responded.

Ska seemed to agree with me as he growled in confirmation. The four of us cycled through the doors and I extended the ramp, not waiting for it to touch down as I leaped off the fortress. While the others would meet with the locals I quickly inspected the underside. It didn't take me long to find the first arrow, buried five inches into the hardened stone surface.

'Good lord that attack had some oomph behind it.'

The levitation field would have reduced the weapon's impact and it still went that deep into rock. There was another issue, through that hole water dripped. I realized they must have pierced the water tank. I yanked the arrow out, letting the water drain. I couldn't be certain that the arrow wasn't poisoned so better safe than sorry.

I found the three other arrows, pulling them out as well. They were only in a few inches, still an impressive feat. I sealed up the holes, noticing one of the arrows had nicked a mithril control line.

I followed the hidden line up the structure to see what it powered. While the lines were invisible to the naked eye, I could easily spot them with my tattoo active. I was more than glad I had added the rune to my body, it was turning out to be quite effective.

My diagnostic led me to a side pusher plate. 'Good, this means I don't have to do a field repair.'

I sealed over the nicked line, leaving a small protuberance to mark its location. I could already see a dozen people heading our way from the town. Against my better judgment, I decided to stay outside with Martin and the others. The fortress would be safe enough.

***

Carlson Hornwell brought up the rear of his retinue. He wasn't foolhardy enough to lead from the front. That being said, he also wasn't the type of person to let others shoulder all of the responsibility. Word of an attack had reached the town through the signal flares. Simple, yet effective U.S. Army smoke canisters. He had thousands of the damn things after emptying the local army depot.

It hadn't been his intention to carve out a chunk of Texas for himself, it just sort of happened after people came to him looking for safety. Then the survivors of any armed forces started to trickle his way.

Then the Elves came. At first, everything was fine. There was trade between the two groups. Then some dumb shit went and cut down one of their trees. If the elves hadn't killed the man Carlson would have kicked him from his land. Now there was a war that seemed to have no end in sight. If that wasn't bad enough some strange flying object had landed south of town. With no way to communicate with his people guarding the forest, he had to assume they were hostile.

So he was a bit surprised when he spotted three people just standing outside what looked like a stone bunker, waiting for them. Two were obviously human but the third looked like a bipedal cat. He had seen stranger stuff since the world ended so the sight didn’t phase him much.

The group stopped well shy of the outsiders. Carlson's second in command spoke.

"Why have you invaded Hornwell property?"

Carlson winced at the accusation. It wasn't the choice of words he would have used but he didn't want to make his presence known until he understood why these people were here.

One of the men stepped forward, he was tall with dirty blonde hair and a bit of a swagger. When he spoke there was a distinct Creole accent.

"I apologize for the misunderstanding. We were sent here from Houston to propose an alliance."

"And what the hell is that thing?

"Our transport," the man replied.

Carlson spotted a group running from the direction of the garrison. He decided to put a stop to this charade before tensions flared.

"James, let's move this conversation to someplace more comfortable. Tell the Garrison to leave four men to guard it. You will excuse us if we are a bit wary?"

"Not a problem. My name is Martin, and I assume you are Carlson Hornwell. If you don't mind, my friend Ska will be coming with," the man replied, gesturing to the cat.

"That will be fine."

            

    
        Chapter 103: Negotiations begin

    
    
    
    
                I watched as the groups left, Martin, Ska, and the invisible Fiona joining them. It was the safest they could be considering our circumstances.

Seeing as there was nothing left to do I turned toward the four soldiers. There were three men and one woman. I decided to use Identify on them. I had decided not to use it earlier in case anyone got upset at its use. While I had upgraded the skill there was no telling if it was completely undetectable.

Robert | Astromancer | Level 12

Gordon | Eagle-Eye | Level 11

Anisha | Necro-Ecomancer | 13

Tyrone | Jidian Lancer | Level 12

All interesting class names. I figured Gordon's class probably gave him archery skills or something, considering the bow he held. As for the other three, it wasn't entirely clear.

"So anyone up for some cards?" I asked.

The four looked at each other but nobody responded. I sighed, tapping my foot and looking around in boredom. I don't remember having this little to do in such a long time.

After an hour of standing around with the mutes, I decided to head back into the fortress. I could work on my projects if they were just going to stand around and stare at me all day.

"Sir, you can't go in there," one of the men, Robert I thought his name was, stated flatly.

"Sure I can… see... I'm walking up the ramp. And hey look the door is opening for me. And what's this I'm stepping inside."

"Sir, please, kindly step outside and wait," the man added, getting grumpy.

"Look, maybe you four like standing out in the Texas sun all day but I don't. In fact, my fair northern skin is burning. So, I'm going to go to where it's nice and cool. Feel free to guard the entry ramp until I return."

The man shouted something as he tried to run up the stairs and grab me but the door slammed shut before he was halfway up. I just rolled my eyes and entered the inner door. I could hear the muted pounding on the door but I ignored it. Instead, I got myself a cold beer from the fridge and a leftover sandwich. The label on the beer read 'After the End' a nod to the apocalypse. It was made by an enterprising man in Houston that the Marshall had introduced me to.

The drink was infinitely better than the skunky beer that was leftover from pre-System Earth. But it was pricy and hard to come by. Good thing I had a ton of credits and I did the man a favor by capturing his ex-partner who had tried to run off with his recipe and fermentation supplies. Now I had ten cases of the deliciously cold beverage.

As I passed the control room, I glanced at the remote viewer, watching two of the men struggle to try and open the door without damaging anything. The other two were on the ground shaking their heads. I made my way up to my workroom, they would give up eventually.

***

"Just leave it be," Anisha called out to Robert and Tyrone.

The two had been at it for twenty minutes with nothing to show for their efforts but a bruised ego.

"What do you think he is up to in there?" Gordon asked.

"Who knows, probably taking a nap or some shit. If he wanted to leave or attack us he would have done so by now. You saw his level right?"

"No, too high for me to get a read on it, what was it?"

"Too high for me as well, so above eighteen at least. Also, he has a unique class that I haven't seen before, sounded like a caster class."

"Insight told me the four of us would have a very hard time taking him down."

"Hmm, but not impossible," she added.

"What about your skills, anything?"

"No, there is no dead plant matter for me to control within this odd ship, craft, bunker, or whatever you want to call it. Byron might be able to crack it open with his Geomantic skills but he is patrolling the northern border."

"Should have just taken him up on his offer to play cards."

"Yup," Anisha replied.

***

I fiddled with a football-sized representation of the fortress. It had been the prototype that I used to create the invisibility field and the shield. I was trying to figure out what I had done wrong. Sure my all-seeing-eye could pierce the enchantment but the range was limited to about fifty feet. No way could I have spotted it from five hundred plus feet away. I disabled my tattoo and let the item float in place, walking around to see if I could spot it with my naked eye.

There was nothing. I scratched my chin in thought. 'Maybe air resistance was heating the exterior causing the field to fluctuate?'

My staff appeared in my hand and the end lit with fire. I held it on one side of the object for a few minutes, then placed the staff back in my ring.

I walked around again and observed the field. It was subtle but it was there. I didn't think that was the issue though. For one, we weren't going fast enough to heat the air to that high of a temperature. 'Perhaps the speed was causing some issue?'

I activated Blink Step, running around the object as fast as I could with the space available to me. Again, nothing out of the ordinary that I could spot. In frustration, I plopped into a couch at the far end of the room and just glared at the object. That's when I spotted something, it was subtle mainly due to the distance I was from the object.

I quickly stood back up and grabbed the item, finding the longest open stretch inside the fortress. I set it about two-thirds of the way down the hall, then ran to the far end. When I turned around and looked, I had to slap myself on the forehead. "How could I have missed this!"

The magical field caused a lensing effect, that's just what it did to render an object invisible. Problem was, that effect was distorted at distance. It was hard to see unless you were looking at the sky but it was easy enough to spot once you saw the effect. I was glad it didn't also act as a magnifying glass, I couldn't imagine the damage we would have done, simply by flying.

With that mystery solved, I put the prototype away. I didn't think there was any way to fix this issue, not without completely tearing out the runes that caused the effect and replacing them with something different. That just wasn't feasible. We would just have to be aware of the limitations. A longer distance remote viewing device would help prevent us from encountering hostiles. We could also fly lower to limit the lensing effect. It was just a reminder that no magic was perfect. I may need to add armor plates to the bottom of the fortress. It shouldn't be too difficult.

After cleaning up, I checked my watch. It had been a few hours. Either the negotiations were going great or were dragging on. I wasn't too worried, the three of them should be more than enough to escape if things got hairy. When I walked past the control center, to the kitchen, I saw that the two men had given up trying to open the outer door. I had to chuckle.

The runes I added to the door were simple but highly effective. All they did was fuse the door to the wall, making it one solid unit. Then I added a rune that reduced the force applied to the surface and a rune that strengthened the entire structure. I hadn't been able to apply these runes to the whole fortress due to the way I ended up adding the levitation runes. I didn't regret that decision. Using the plates was nice for replaceability but they lacked the overall power that the large runic surface that covered the entire bottom. Not that anyone would know it was there, hidden as it was using the Odin rune.

I decided to take a bit of a nap, it had been a long day.

***

I was woken up an undetermined time later when I heard the door cycle. I got up from the couch just as the inner door cycled. The sounds of arguing coming from Martin and Ska.

"They demand too much," Ska growled.

"Well, they are in the position to demand whatever they like. It doesn't mean we have to give it to them. We just need to reach a consensus," Martin added.

"Still, they could show some concessions after four hours of discussion," Fiona stated.

"So... I'm taking it wasn't all roses and rainbows?"

"No," Martin deflated. "They are trying to rake us over the coals for everything they can get. They even demanded we remove all armaments from the fortress."

"Well, they can forget about that," I stated bluntly.

"Yeah, I told them that you were a hired contractor and the fortress belonged to you. Still, they tried to demand that I talk you into selling them some of the weapons."

"Hmm, I might be willing to part with some of the spares we couldn't mount. But I would need to bind them to an oath not to attack me or my allies with them."

Martin perked up at this news. "Really?"

I shrugged, "I was planning on selling them anyway, might as well put them to use for a supposed alliance."

"That might make the talks tomorrow go a bit more smoothly. By the way, why were the guards outside so irate?"

I chuckled, "Oh they were peeved that I went inside and ignored them all day."

Martin groaned, "please play nice with them tomorrow, my job is hard enough as it is."

"Yeah, sure, bud. For you, I will try," I said with a smile.

Martin sighed, "why did I let you talk me into this," he said, heading toward the kitchen.

I yelled after him, "because, I'm awesome!"

His reply was to flip me the bird without turning around. I chuckled again, turning to Ska. "So, you having fun?"

He just grumbled and walked off.

"Buncha crabs today."

"They will get over it," Fiona said, slugging me in the shoulder, causing a wave of cold to radiate down my body.

I rubbed the spot, "Ow, what was that for?"

"I think you know," she said, walking away to join the others in the kitchen.

I rubbed the spot she punched me and smiled. Not that I wanted to see my friends suffer but they had gotten to have fun and go dungeon diving for weeks while I worked on the fortress. It was about time I got to relax and enjoy myself while they had to do the hard part.

We certainly had more to offer these people than Martin realized. The issue with their neighbors for one. Enchanted weapons for another. Heck, I could even make them their own pseudo fortress, given the time and resources. Those things wouldn't come free of course. And I would take steps to ensure they were used properly. It might actually indebt them to me.

But that was enough postulating, I felt bad for teasing them, so I walked into the kitchen to apologize.

When I got there, they were all trying to suppress grins to varying degrees of success.

"Oh... you jerks. You made the deal already, didn't you?"

"More or less," Martin said with a grin.

"So why all the theatrics?"

"It was Fiona's idea, she saw how you treated those guards," Martin's smile turning into a faked frown as he rubbed his fingers at me, "shame on you, ya bully."

I rolled my eyes. "Yeah, yeah, ok. So what's left to do?"

"Just a few details to hammer out."

"What about all this with the weapons or was that part of your joke?"

"No, they did ask about purchasing some. Mr. Hornwell will have someone come by tomorrow to negotiate a price."

"That's great news, we should be out by late tomorrow."

"Probably not, " Martin cut in, spoiling my good mood. "Mr. Hornwell wants to throw a feast to celebrate the alliance."

I groaned at that news. Being in a room full of people I didn't know or trust did not sound like my idea of a good time. I would spend the entire night sizing people up and figuring out how to escape in case things went south.

"That sounds fun. You and Ska have a good time. I'm going to pass on going," I stated flatly before walking out of the room and heading upstairs, to the surprise of all three.

Fiona found me a few minutes later, "you need to go," she said.

"No, I don't."

"Is this about your trust issues?"

I didn't answer her, which was as much as an admission as answering was.

"That's fine, but do it for Martin. Celebrate your friend's victory. Or as you would probably phrase it, suck it up buttercup!"

She was right and I hated that. I sighed, "fine, I'll put up with it for Martin but if it becomes too much, I may have to step out."

She nodded in understanding, giving me a cold peck on the cheek. I noticed the cold didn't sting as much, or maybe I was just getting used to it.

            

    
        Chapter 104: I/O

    
    
    
    
                The others left early the next day to finish the minutiae of diplomacy. Blah, I was thankful I didn't have to be involved. I did my time sitting through mind-numbing meetings when I worked in IT.

After they left, I decided to make nice with the guards. I packed a table, some chairs, and a whole case of my beer into my ring, then I headed outside.

I found the four from yesterday standing off to the side, quietly watching me. I walked down the ramp and approached them. When I was ten feet away, I pulled the folding table out from my ring. It was a circular fake wood table, the kind you would find in a school cafeteria. Because that was exactly where Martin had sourced these items from. They even had the faded school markings on the bottom. Next came the folding chairs. Not the cheap ones either. These had decent padding on the top.

I casually sat down at the chair facing them, dealing out cards in five places along with a set of plastic poker chips. I still didn't get any bites. I arched an eyebrow and reached into the center of the table. The tinkle of bottles clinking together rang through the morning air as I deposited the cold alcohol for all to see. It was the first sign of surprise and eagerness I had seen from the four.

I waited, tapping my cards on the table. The four looked at each other, then looked around. Slowly they each took a seat and a bottle of my finest. I smiled, if you can't win them over with kindness, do it with liquor.

The game of Texas Hold 'Em went on for a few hours. The five of us burned through my entire stock of beer. Not that I was even mildly drunk. Sometimes having high endurance was kind of a pain. Surprisingly Tyrone was the drunkest. I was surprised because he was six-foot-five and looked like a linebacker. Anisha seemed to handle her liquor the best, able to easily keep up with me. The other two were definitely feeling it.

I spotted people coming and quickly cleansed the inebriation from my poker companions. Everything else vanished into my ring, except the table, chairs, and cards.

Tyrone seemed to be a bit surprised by being forcibly sobered up but the others were quick to realize what I had done. They didn't get up but they were more alert.

As the new group approached, the four stood up to greet them.

"Watch is over, we're here to relieve you," a dour-faced man said.

The four simply nodded and headed back towards town.

"So... you guys up for some cards?"

The three behind the dour man seemed interested, but he just glared at me.

"Guess not," I said, cleaning up the cards. I decided to play solitaire until my friends were done and came to get me. My watch said it was around eleven A.M. I hoped this was going to be a lunch feast and not a dinner one. I don't think I could take six hours of playing solitaire.

After about an hour a well-dressed man came walking from the town. He didn't look overly happy about having to walk through the grass to get to my location but I didn't feel like parking on a road and there were no convenient parking lots large enough this far outside of the town.

"Mr. Fuller, I presume," the man said, extending his hand to me.

"Uh-huh, call me Paul," I said, motioning for him to take a seat opposite me and not shaking his hand. Sure it was rude but who knew what types of magic there were. Better safe than sorry.

"What can I do for you...Mr. Frielan?" I had to pause and use Identify to get his name.

The man didn't seem ruffled by my knowing his name.

"Mr. Hornwell has sent me out here to negotiate the purchase of some weapons."

My instincts told me that this guy had been some sort of lawyer before the world ended. He didn't have a class that added anything to it if he was though. His class was Analyst and whatever he did, he made it to level ten. That was a respectable level for a non-combat class.

"Yeah, Martin mentioned something about that. How many were you looking to purchase?" I asked, flipping over another card and sighing.

"It might be better if you give us an idea of how many you have available to purchase, M-... Paul," the man stated amicably, catching his faux pas.

I chewed on his words for a bit. It could be an attempt to wheedle out how powerful I was. But if it was it was pretty transparent. Not that it mattered. I had twelve cannons installed in the fortress and fifty-six to sell. I wasn't going to offer all fifty-six to him though.

"I have twenty-five for sale."

The man looked at a loss for words for a split second but recovered quickly.

"Good... good. We are willing to offer trade as well as credit. Do you have a price in mind?"

I did actually price out the cannons while I was in Houston. Turns out they are impossible to purchase unless you were royalty or belonged to a dwarven clan. It's a good thing I hadn't tried to sell them while I was there. It probably would have resulted in some very nasty people coming to hunt me down, just to figure out where they came from. So, I put a conservative estimate of four thousand credits per unit. While they were powerful items, they were rather basic in design.

"Four thousand credits per unit. If you purchase all twenty-five I'll drop the total to eighty thousand."

"A very generous offer, Paul. How about sixty-five, fifty in credits and the rest in trade goods?"

I just shook my head and kept playing cards. Eventually, he relented.

"Would you consider fifty-five thousand in credits and the rest in trade goods?"

"What sort of trade goods?"

The man smiled, knowing he had me on the line now. He just had to reel me in. I kept my face placid, easily accomplished since I learned the skill while in slavery.

It turns out they mostly had beef. Not just ordinary beef, but grass-fed black Angus beef. It wasn't Wagyu but I hadn't had a good cut of beef in years. Getting old and having to cut back pre-System sucked. I agreed to entertain the offer, as the lunch festivities would include a spread of the meat to sample.

I followed the man, after packing up my table and chairs, we were heading for the house where the shindig would be held.

***

The party wasn't so bad. Mr. Hornwell's house was large but not a mansion. He lived on a large ranch called the Hornwell Ranch. Yeah, not very original but whatever. I learned that Carlson Hornwell had raised cattle before the System. And while some of the creatures were irreparably changed due to the effects of mana, most were not. Even the ones that were, turned out to be far tastier.

It was one of these that had been slaughtered for the feast. I didn't find out what it was called but the head and horns were on display at the end of the table. The thing was massive, easily the size of an elephant and the horns were enormous. At the base, they were wider than my torso. The end had to be cut off and was standing on the floor and brushing against the ten-foot-tall ceiling.

I could easily sell those and would make sure that at least a few of the creatures were included in my deal. As I sipped on water and kept mostly to myself I caught a flash from something in the kitchen. When I turned to look I didn't see what had caught my attention until the door swung open again. My eyes fell on something I had never expected to see again.

I was so surprised I just blurted out, "what's that doing here?"

Mr. Frielan, who had been doggedly keeping me company the entire time, looked to where I was pointing. "You mean I/O? We found her wandering near the mountains. A sad tale that one. Have you ever met a Gargon?"

At first, my anger kept me from responding. I thought she might have been a slave or that these people had been the ones to wipe out her town. But from the sounds of it, that wasn't the case. How she managed to cross the massive mountain range was beyond me.

"Huh, oh. We came across a town of them a month or so ago. Everyone was dead."

Mr. Frielan nodded. "It matches up with what she told us. Around four months ago a group of humans came to her village while she was out. They pretended to be friendly and then herded all the Gargons into a group, then slaughtered them. Then they went to the birthing factory as she called it and did the same to the remaining units as well as the progenitors."

"If she was out of the town, how does she know what happened?"

Frielan tapped his temple, "she downloaded their memories. Would you like to meet her?"

"Sure, I guess."

I followed the man into the kitchen, where the Gargon was preparing food. It seemed odd.

"I/O, come say hi to our guest."

The mechanical woman's head slicked up and rotated to look at us, it was a very mechanical motion. "Ah, Mr. Frielan, how are you this evening," the not quite human-sounding voice came from where her mouth was situated, although there was no movement.

She walked over but her movements weren't fluid like Ska's they were more sudden and deliberate, it reminded me of the robotic arms used in manufacturing. Even with the quick deliberate movements, she easily weaved her way through the busy kitchen without hitting anything or anyone.

"I/O, this is Paul. He told me he came across your village."

Her head jerked in my direction and I could see her mechanical eyes adjust and scan my features.

"He was not with the men that terminated the others."

"No... No,” I coughed, “my friends and I came across your village only a month ago. Can you tell me what happened and how you got here?"

"I was out collecting material. When I returned they were all dead. After I interfaced with the dead, I learned that a group of progenitors had killed them."

"Progenitors?" I asked in confusion.

Mr. Frielan cleared his throat, "she means humans. Some off-world humans created the Gargons."

"Mr. Frielan is correct," I/O stated.

"Were you able to learn who killed them?"

"No, they gave no names, but I stored all of their faces for future reference. Would you like to see?"

"You can show me? Um yeah, please do."

Her eyes started flickering and light came out to form a floating image in front of her. I thought I recognized one of the men.

"Did they say anything?"

A recorded voice spilled from her mouth.

"Stone says to finish up here and pile the bodies. We have to finish up in Chicago."

Dammit, I did recognize one of the men. It was Jacob Moore, that prick that led me to Stone and the Stygian Order assholes.

"Does that help?" I/O asked.

"Yes, thank you. How did you get over the mountains?"

"Simple, I climbed over."

"Seems like a risk."

"Very little. I don't eat, sleep, or drink. And the temperature doesn't affect me."

"Ok, what about monsters?"

"Plenty of those, none bothered me though."

"Well, that must be nice. Thank you for your time I/O."

She nodded quickly and returned to her workstation.

"Is something wrong, Paul?" Frielan asked,

"I think I know who was responsible for killing off her people. Where they are now or why they did it is a mystery though."

"Well, if you ever come across them, perhaps do the world a favor and rid it of people like that."

"Oh, trust me, I will. Will you excuse me, I need some fresh air."

I stepped outside. What were they up to? First, they killed off some random village in the middle of nowhere, full of sentient and seemingly harmless robotic humanoids. Then they popped up to Chicago to disrupt and destroy the Black Dragon. I also knew from questioning Michael, that they were in New York but had been handed their asses there.

I tapped the railing on the porch as I thought. Whatever they were up to I doubted it was anything good. No organization utilized that much secrecy if they were helping out. If I didn't have the looming threat of the Black Dragon hanging over my head I would set out to root the Order out first. But I didn't even know where to start looking for them. I would have to set out some feelers, see if I could make contacts, and keep my ears open when we visited more towns. Something was bound to come up eventually.

Seeing as my mood was ruined, I decided to walk back to the ship. First, I thanked Mr. Frielan and agreed to his terms on the deal. He would come to pick up the weapons in the morning.

            

    
        Chapter 105: Unwanted Guardian

    
    
    
    
                I had a lot of thinking to do as I left the others at the party and started walking back to the fortress. It was a good five-mile walk, nothing I couldn't handle.

I was well outside the city when I stumbled on a rock in the road. It was the only thing that saved my life as a bolt of white tore a chunk of scalp off as it flew past me. The pain spurred me into action and before I even spun around I had my full suit of armor on and my staff in my hand. It was a good thing too because another arrow impacted my helmet's shield, tearing away half the barrier.

I recognized those fucking arrows.

"Come out, Jacob, you sonofabitch!"

Another arrow appeared from nowhere and came at me, but I was ready this time. I swatted the offending projectile out of the air.

"Tsk... you should have minded your own business, Paul," the man said, appearing a good forty yards away.

"How about you come over here and we can talk it over?"

"Ha, funny as always, Paul. But I prefer to remain well out of range of your skills."

He faded into the shadows again and I activated my tattoo. As soon as another arrow was fired I activated Blink Step and the Temporal Skip ring I got from Obidiah so long ago. I crossed the distance in less than a second, my tattoo revealing Jacob as he tried to enter his shadow movement skill.

My staff whipped through his body with all of the enchantments activated. The scream that greeted me was music to my ears. Activating the ring made it so I couldn't control my direction all that well, and before I could turn around and attack again a portal opened and he fell through. It snapped shut as soon as he cleared the threshold. I had a brief glimpse of people on the other side, but nobody I recognized.

My blood was pumping and I screamed at missing the opportunity for vengeance. Once I got that out of the way I removed my helmet and cast Rejuvenate on the head wound I received. My entire armor was soaked in blood from just that short encounter. I decided to rush back to the Hornwell property and alert them of the situation. I highly doubted Jacob had come here to kill me. The only thing that made sense was that he came to finish the job with I/O.

Some guards must have heard my scream because they appeared long before I got to the house.

"What happened?" one of them asked.

"I was attacked. I need to speak with Mr. Hornwell right away!"

I don't know if it was the fact that I was covered with blood or the sheer ferocity of my words but the guards asked no more questions and escorted me directly to the house, where the party was still ongoing.

I was asked to relinquish my weapon when I arrived. A prudent if useless measure. I handed it to the guard who sagged under the weight. It was heavy for me but I had trained with it.

Mr. Hornwell, Mr. Frielan, Ska, and Martin all rushed out after they heard that I was attacked.

"Was it the elves?" Hornwell demanded.

"No, it wasn't the fucking elves. It was one of those Stygian Order fucks," I growled.

That got blank looks and I realized I was probably one of the few people that knew what they were called. I reined in my temper before adding additional information. "They are the people that attacked I/O's village."

"What, how did they get here, why are they here?" Hornwell asked, looking around.

"Everyone I have met from their order possessed stealth skills. They also have someone capable of creating portals. As for why they are here, my guess is to tidy up loose ends."

Mr. Frielan turned white, "Not I/O, what could those bastards want with her? She has been nothing but a model citizen."

"I have no clue, all I know is they were here."

"Why did they try to kill you then?" Mr. Hornwell asked accusingly.

"We have prior history and I don't think they appreciated me learning about what happened to I/O's village."

Mr. Hornwell turned to one of his guards, "double the guard around the house and put two guards on I/O. Let her know what's happening as well."

The guard saluted and rushed off to carry out his orders.

"Fuck, if it isn't bad enough that we have to deal with those god damn elves, now we got assassins lurking about. Well, Mr. Expert, any ideas on how to combat this new problem?"

"Why are you asking me?" I stated flatly.

"Gee, I wonder, could it be because you just survived an attack from a foe that you yourself said utilize stealth skills."

"Yeah, well that was mostly luck and some innate abilities my class gives me. If you are willing to pay, I can enchant your doorways, making it impossible for anyone under stealth to enter through them. That is only going to deal with half the issue though. You will need to purchase teleportation scramblers from the Bazaar to keep anyone from teleporting into the house."

"Dammit, and how much will that cost?"

"To fuck over the Stygian Order, I will do the work for free. You just need to cover the cost of the mana hearts. I have six that I can install and the range of the spell will cover about twenty-five feet from the source of the enchantment."

The man ground his teeth but finally agreed. "Frielan, get this man his money and show him the best spots to install these enchantments. I suppose they work like the cannons and have to be periodically charged?"

"Yeah, but probably only once a week. They don't require much mana."

"Fine, fine... is our deal still on for the cannons?"

I rolled my eyes, "yes, it's still on."

"Good, once you are done here, I will have a group of guards, along with Mr. Frielan, escort you back to your ship. You don't have any issue with them collecting the weapons at that time do you, Mr. Fuller?"

"Not so long as the payment is made in full," I said, using a towel I pulled from my ring to wipe some of the blood from my face. I realized I must look like a serial killer covered in blood like this.

Hornwell grunted in approval and snapped his fingers. Everyone still present, my team excluded snapped into action.

I had to give the man credit, while he was gruff and blunt, he ran a tight ship.

I followed Mr. Frielan around and he pointed out six locations to install the warding. It wasn't all doorways either. Two were hallways that covered a significant portion of the floor. Anyone would have to pass through those halls to get to bedrooms or the downstairs living room. He also had me put one covering the stairs. The main entryway got one, the kitchen got one and the back door got the final one. All-in-all it covered most of the house and would make it a nightmare for anyone using stealth to get through undetected.

I wasn't about to waste Mirthil on this guy's house. While a rune carved into the wood wouldn't be as effective, it would still outline a hazy figure. I started with the kitchen, carving the symbols into a light fixture that hung over a central island. I, of course, forced everyone to leave the areas I was working in. I inset the tiny gem and hid my work with the Odin rune. I filled the gem, activating the rune. A soft blue glow filled the space before being washed out by the light coming in from outside. It would be impossible to tell an enchantment was active unless you were paying very close attention.

The rest of the work went quickly, most of the runes getting carved into wooden beams. Only the tiny gem gave away the position of the rune.

"So, how do we know these will work?" Hornwell asked.

"Well, you must have a scout or someone with a skill to hide themselves, have them test it."

"Go fetch Barnaby," Hornwell ordered one of his guards.

A few minutes later a lanky teenager was escorted down the stairs. He had similar facial features to Hornwell so I figured he was a younger brother or a son.

"Barnaby, use that skill you use to sneak out of your room at night."

The teen seemed to freeze at that revelation. "Wait you knew?"

"Of course I knew, you aren't exactly quiet. Now be quick about it boy."

"Gawd, fine."

Oh, teen angst, how I don't miss it.

Hornwell was correct, whatever skill the boy possessed was not exactly quiet. It sounded like cracking glass as his body seemed to fracture and the light seemed to be reflected off a million facets. When the boy was fully invisible, his father had him walk through the areas where I had installed the runes. Sure enough, a blue silhouette appeared as soon as he stepped inside the area of the spell.

"Not exactly easy to spot," Hornwell grumped.

"It's the best I could do with the materials available. If you want to purchase a thousand credits in mithril, I can improve the resolution."

"No... this will have to do. Thanks... I/O wished to express her thanks as well.

I nodded. "Since we are done here, let's go finish off the last of our business so I can be off."

It didn't take long to conclude our arms deal. It was weird to think I had become an arms dealer. Well, I guess no more strange than magic or owning a flying fortress.

We didn't take off right away, I had a splitting headache from the near-fatal head wound I had received less than two hours ago and was resting on a couch. I would have gone to my room and slept it off but I needed to discuss events with the others.

"What about the Reaper title?" Martin asked.

"Tried it, the location must be too far away. Not that I would know, I have no clue how far the ability reaches."

"Well, what about seeing if you can reach someone in Houston with it?"

I groaned and sat up, it was worth a shot. I decided not to use the skill on someone I liked. Not that the description said it had any effect, but the name Reaper didn't bode well for anyone involved.

I picked one of the thugs we had apprehended alive. Most were rotting in prison cells, their skills unable to get them out. It took a considerable amount of time for me to focus my pounding head until I felt a tug at my mind. It was a strange sensation for your mind to start acting like a compass.

So three hundred kilometers was within the range of the ability. Next, I decided to see if I could pick up on the location of that Kurt fella. I knew for a fact that town was well over five hundred kilometers away. It took a considerable amount more effort and all I got was a vague sense of direction. Still, it cut down the search area.

That being said... where the fuck were the Stygian Order located if I didn't even garner an inkling of direction. I even tried locating their enigmatic leader Stone, but got nothing. I guess the only thing I could do was use the skill every five hundred or so kilometers and hope for the best. The other option was actively questioning people and seeing if I could narrow down the search.

Since there was nothing that could be immediately done we took off, heading back to Houston. I needed to finish up the vehicle for the Marshall and decide on which direction to head in next.
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                We landed six hours later, back in our parking lot. My headache had finally decided to fuck off after a healthy dose of aspirin. It was the first time a wound had plagued me for so long and I wondered if it was some magical effect Jacob's arrows had. My hud certainly didn't clue me in if it was but that wouldn't be the first time the hud let me down. Hell, for all I know it could have just been a concussion. But I didn't have accompanying nausea to go with it.

I would take more care in the future, already planning on creating a self-defense amulet that could be worn 'incognito'.

The truck was unmolested, which was good, otherwise, the entire parking lot would have been a crater. Yeah, I kind of went overboard with the explosives.

As soon as morning came, Martin left to talk with the Marshall and Ska went to go train his protégé. I think she may have had a bit of a crush on Ska but Ska seemed oblivious to it and I wasn't about to point it out or stick my nose in.

Fiona stuck around if only to keep a lookout for trouble.

If I was an insecure person, I may have interpreted this behavior as them wanting to be away from me. I may be an asshole but I wasn’t that self-absorbed.

After I removed the explosives and arming runes from the truck, I went to go meet up with the Marshall and Martin. I needed to hear if the Mayor had made a decision yet. Not that I had any high hopes of that, even considering the fact that we were gone for over a week. In any case, I intended to bring up the topic of mana cannons and see if he or the Mayor might be interested in purchasing my remaining inventory.

I found the two seated at an outdoor cafe a few buildings down from the headquarters. The building was closed, as the owners had either fled or were killed. But there was still plenty of coffee and one of the officers under the Marshall was able to get the devices back online.

"Care for a cup?" the Marshall asked as I approached.

I shook my head. I wasn't a fan of coffee. Neither the straight black kind nor the overly sweetened sugary shit that most people called coffee before the world came to a screeching halt. I enjoyed the smell of roasting beans but somehow most coffee shops seemed to fuck that up most of the time, and all I ever smelled was burnt coffee beans.

"Well, to each his own," the Marshall said, sipping on the steaming mug in his hand.

I don't know how he could drink that in the Texas heat. It had to be eighty degrees out already and it was only around ten in the morning.

"Martin tells me the trip was a success... mostly."

That reminded me, I needed to do the check and see if my title got a hit. Concentrating when not having a splitting headache was so much easier, and only a few seconds passed before I got nothing. It was good to know that the Stygian Order wasn't around here, at least the ones I was aware of.

"Yeah, nothing you need to worry about. I didn't detect the known members around here."

Not that I had extensive knowledge about known members of the Order.

The Marshall raised an eyebrow, which was expressive for him. "Be that as it may, we will still keep an eye out for any shady folks around."

I nodded, deciding to change the subject. "Any word about the funding?"

"Yes, the Mayor has agreed to fund two vehicles. You will need to talk to his clerk at city hall to procure the funds though."

I groaned internally at having to deal with a paper pusher even after the world ended.

"Fair enough, I will seek them out later today. Any other news?"

Martin and the Marshall shared a look. The Marshall downed the last of his coffee and stood up.

"Nothing new on my end and I have to get back to work. I'm sure I will see the two of you around," the man said, giving me a small nod before he hustled off.

"That was weird, any idea what that was about?"

"Yes," Martin said with a sigh. "The Marshall was giving me an opening to bring up this next topic."

Oh boy, the way Martin was talking it was like he needed to tell me my girlfriend cheated on me or a close family member died. It made me extremely uncomfortable.

"I have decided to accept the position of diplomat that the Mayor and the Marshall have offered me."

I breathed a sigh of relief. "That's great news."

"The thing is I can't be both a diplomat and fly around with you."

Oh... shit he was right.

"Ever since my sister died... I- I just didn't have any drive. Leveling was great and all, when I had a goal but losing her ripped that away from me. I know it's stupid, I left her behind even before that. But it made me realize the killing, the revenge, none of it filled the hole left behind by my dead wife. Brokering this deal was the most rewarding experience I have felt since that night I found out she was gone. Everything between that and now has been me trying to find my place. Don't get me wrong, traveling with you and the others was a blast. I know it was your intention just to get me out of my funk and it worked... maybe a bit too well," he added with a sad smile.

I listened to Martin talk without interruption. While it stung that he was leaving the group, I couldn't hold him back. He found something in life that made him happy. I couldn't take that away or hate him for that. Besides, I still had my own demons to squash.

"But," Martin said, "if and when you go after the Black Dragon, don't forget your friends. I will always back you up, even if I am under-leveled."

I could only nod at the man, my tears both happy and sad had long since dried up. I could feel the emotions but it's like they were disconnected from my body.

"So where is a globetrotter like you off to next?" I asked.

"Supposedly there is a large group of survivors near Austin. But that will have to wait until you finish my new ride," Martin said with a smirk.

I chuckled, "fair enough. Want to go with me to pick up the money and last of the components?"

"Sure why not. I also need to stop by and say my farewell to the others."

I nodded and we headed toward the town.

"Ska is going to be pissed that you won't be cooking for us anymore."

That got a chuckle out of the man, "you may be surprised. He is a quick study and has been helping with meals for a few weeks now."

"Well, surprises never cease. I wonder if this has anything to do with his new female friend."

Martin shrugged, "hard to say, it does seem he likes her quite a bit. But I don't want to think too hard about the specifics of that situation."

"Probably for the best," I replied.

We arrived at the clerk's office an hour or so later. The guards had been slow to let us in, waiting for verification from the Marshall's office. Once that was done we had to wander through the packed streets to get to the governmental sector. The people in the town were packed in like sardines. How anyone could live like this was beyond me. I knew that it was a temporary situation until a new wall could be erected farther out, but still.

Once at the office, we had to wait... again. It was no surprise seeing the number of people coming and going from what was a converted DMV building. They may not have electricity but bureaucracy still worked fine with pencil and paper apparently.

I was forced to fill out a blocky form, that looked like it came from an old wooden paper press, and for all I knew it had.

Firstname, Last name, class, reason for visit, blah, blah, blah. I gave them my name and reason for the visit if they didn't like it, tough shit.

I walked up to the teller and handed her my sheet. She looked it over with a frown.

"Mr. Fuller... you left some fields blank."

"Yup," I replied flippantly. "But you can see the important one is my reason for visiting."

She gave a tired sigh and stamped the sheet, sliding it off into a pile. "Very well, please take a seat and I will let the clerk know you are here."

I nodded as politely as I could and went to join Martin in the uncomfortable plastic chairs, scattered about the room.

Ten minutes later a skinny man of middling height came over to us. "Mr. Fuller, Mr. Lacroix, please, come with me."

"Wait, your last name is Lacroix?"

"What, you never saw it with Identify?" Martin asked quizically.

"I turned last names off for a while, then back on, then I fiddled with the setting to only show last names of people if I knew them or their last name."

"And you never bothered to try using Identify on me since?"

"Nope."

"Seems like an odd choice," Martin added.

"It is, but it actually comes in handy. I can identify people I have run into in the past without recognizing them. It's how I recognized that Black Dragon guy in that raid."

"Well, I guess whatever works."

We continued our conversation as we walked behind the clerk. I didn't bother using Identify on him, I just didn't care enough to know who he was.

We weren't in the office long, the clerk verified my identity, made me sign a contract of work, and handed me the funds I needed to complete the vehicles. A cool six thousand credits. Not that I needed it, my personal wealth was almost sixty thousand credits at the moment and I still had all the meat from my Hornwell deal in the fortress. I had some with me to sell at the Bazaar but there was a... lot... of... meat.

We walked to the Bazaar since I left Bella to roam around the Fortress. Fiona was keeping an eye on her but Bella was smart enough to stay out of trouble, or at least end it quickly. I did leave her saddle on though, so nobody would mistake her for a roaming monster.

In the Bazaar, I purchased a few things. Mana hearts and mithril as I needed those to complete the vehicles. But I had been thinking about my encounter with Jacob. I wasn't immortal and Second Chance only went so far.

So I purchased a few gold rings with tiny mana heart fragments inset into them. As they were they were only pretty baubles, capable of storing fifty mana. Then I purchased a pendant made from spun mithril and gold. It was pricy but should work for what I had in mind. I also added a fancy-looking bracer with gold and mithril inlay. That would be for Ska.

I ended up spending less than ten thousand credits by the time I was done. A normal person would probably think I was crazy as I considered that a small amount. I didn't even bother purchasing unenchanted weapons to top off my supply. I did sell a full ring of meat to a vendor for two thousand. It was less than I expected to get but I was tired of walking around the Bazaar and wanted to get to work.

It took Martin and me much less time to walk back to the Fortress, the guards didn't care who left the walled city, only who entered it.

While I got to work finishing up the first truck, Martin talked with Fiona about his plans and the fact that he was leaving. Fiona was devastated and she flew off to cry. I knew the two had become close, I guess I didn't realize how close. My heart ached for them as they couldn't be together.

I wasn't mad at either of them. Sure Fiona and I had a moment of passion but that was brought on by extenuating circumstances. And now that she had died, she had been freed of that commitment to me, well except the fact that she was my spectral companion. It was crazy to think that her fate was somehow tied to mine. I thought of her more as a confidant and friend than in any romantic way. Not that I even had sexual urges anymore.

I couldn't even lament the loss of my libido. It allowed me clarity of focus that others would be hard-pressed to beat. Sure, I cared for my friends and I would give my life for them if I had to. But I would also not hesitate to kill off an entire city if it meant getting revenge on those that wronged me or my friends. Few could say they would go that far. Even fewer had already done so.
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                Martin stuck around until the next morning, saying goodbye to Ska and apologizing to Fiona. Ska was confused as it was anathema for a grimalkin to leave its tribe. We explained that he wasn't leaving our tribe he was joining a bigger one. It didn't seem to help and he grew agitated and left to go hunt.

Fiona had recovered from her emotional outburst and only gave Martin a sad smile as he waved us off.

"You know we will see him again," I said quietly.

"You're not mad?"

"Why would I be. Two of my best friends found solace in one another, nothing to be mad about."

"But what about us?"

I sighed, "that is in the past. I still care for you but more like a sister than a lover."

She smiled sadly, giving me a light pat on the shoulder. I ignored the cold that seeped into my body and wished I could hug her to lessen the pain she felt.

"What about Ska?"

"He will be back, it's not like we are leaving right this minute anyway."

"If you don't mind I am going to go be alone for a bit."

I nodded, watching Fiona float off quietly. I sighed again and headed toward the vehicle, I had work to do, and sitting here wallowing in my feelings wasn't going to accomplish anything.

Knowing the vehicle was for Martin I decided to do a bit extra as a going away gift. I installed the power crystal inside the glove box, after reinforcing it with runes. It also would meld with its surrounding, like the door to my fortress, so only someone with the tattoo or linked key could open it.

I then reinforced the entire outside of the truck, the same way I had the fortress. It wouldn't make it impenetrable but it was orders of magnitude stronger now. If I had to guess it would be comparable to a heavily armored tank.

Not that it would protect against magic. I couldn't shield or cloak the vehicle, there just wasn't the budget for that. Even if I spent my own credits, a shield wouldn't be nearly as effective as it was on my fortress. The shape was just too odd and I noticed that shields worked best as a dome. Plus you couldn't activate it while driving around.

Similar to how I built the bus, I left in the ability to drive. Unlike the bus, it could also fly. Not very high though, maybe fifty feet off the ground. It should be quicker than my fortress but it only had plates on the tailgate to push it forward and one in the grill to stop it. All-in-all it was much more mana efficient to just drive it around.

I decided to take my newest invention for a test drive. It bounced a bit more than a normal truck while I drove on the desolate outskirts of Houston. Probably because I had removed the engine and transmission. It still had power steering and AC though, thanks to a mana engine stuffed into the now empty engine compartment. I was actually thankful for electric power steering, it made hooking it up a breeze. Everything was tied into a charging circuit built into the steering wheel, thin filaments of mithril the only thing that gave away their presence.

The speedometer didn't work anymore as there wasn't a transmission but who cared. Not like a cop was going to pull you over for going too fast. Speaking of, I mashed the accelerator and tore down the old highway, swerving around broken-down and long-abandoned vehicles. I launched off the broken end of the elevated freeway and for a second enjoyed the feeling of freefall before I adjusted the levitators and zoomed off into the distance, just above the houses and buildings.

I returned an hour later, happy with the test. Even with the smaller mana heart, the truck could remain airborne for a good three hours. It was better than my fortress. Martin should have no issue providing mana to the control crystal, even someone half his level could keep the truck powered for ten or more hours.

I set the truck down in the parking lot, bouncing on the suspension. The landing was a bit rough as the flight control wasn't as fine as the fortress. I would let martin know to ease it on and off.

I powered off the vehicle and secured it, sticking the two control keys in my ring. Martin didn't need one but I figured a few backups couldn't hurt. While flying I also located the perfect vehicle for my second conversion.

The Mayor wanted something capable of ferrying five to ten people. A bus would work but they were so bulky. Instead, I came across one of those large conversion vans. I hopped on Bella and we rode across town to the dealership where I had spotted it.

As far as I knew, this part of the town was abandoned, just too much open space to wall off. That didn't mean there weren't survivors or desperate people in the area though, so I kept my eyes open.

As I rode past an alley, I spooked three people and they ran off in different directions. Well, I probably didn't spook them but a mini T-rex named Bella might have.

She snorted and cawed at the people as they fled but we moved on. She let out a low hiss as we neared an intersection and I pulled to a stop. I was wearing my armor so I didn't fear a surprise attack but I couldn't see what had her hackles up.

She let out a few chirping caws and in response got a deep angry growl in return.

In an alley behind a gas station, a large lumbering beast came out. It was followed by the screech of metal as its enormous spines tore chunks out of the walls.

It was a porcupine the size of an elephant.

Bella chuffed angrily and I had to hold her back. The creature puffed itself up, the spines penetrating walls and concrete as easily as soft clay. Its beady red eyes blazed in hatred as it turned toward us.

"Well... that's not something you see every day."

The creature was a good hundred feet away and I didn't feel like dealing with it today. Plus it looked like it was just defending its territory as it wasn't approaching us.

I pulled Bella around, keeping my eye on the creature as we backtracked and went in another direction.

It watched us but seemed content that we left. It would have been nice to know what it was but I didn't feel it was worth a closer look, not with those sharp spines. Maybe I would send Fiona over to ID it.

We made it to our destination after another twenty minutes. I wasn't in a hurry so we were taking it slow through the unfamiliar streets. The car dealership sold all kinds of work vehicles but I went around until I located a van with three rows of back seats. Crammed in, it could seat eleven people. Perfect for what I needed.

The place even had a shop attached. I scouted the area around to make sure nobody was near before I got to work. I pushed the van into one of the bays, this one having an in-floor service area for oil changes.

I cut out the engine and transmission, letting them clatter to the bottom with a racket. Then I removed the rest of the junk I didn't need.

With the tools in the shop and the easy access to the bottom of the van, it only took me two hours to attach all the plates, install the control lines, and add the mana engine. I had prepped everything before coming and the plates were the last remnants from the old house.

Bella was keeping an eye out for any trouble, it seemed like anyone that was still surviving out here was smart enough to stay away.

I reinforced the outside of the van the same way I did with the truck. I guess I didn't want them thinking I skimped out. That part took me five hours, mostly because the van was much larger than the truck. Once finished, I stuck Bella back in her enclosure and hopped into the van.

"I always wanted to do this," I said with a smile, stepping on the accelerator and a few seconds later, bursting through the thin garage door with a bang. The van was unhurt as I barreled down the road back towards home.

***

"It's a razor-spine dire porcupine," Fiona said, "and it's level fourteen."

"Hmm, good to know. I will notify the Marshall, maybe he has some men that can take care of it."

Fiona was still hiding her presence from any outsiders. It was probably for the best, we didn't need a repeat of the Psion incident.

I thanked her for the information and got back to my delicate work. The rings had been the most time-consuming product I had made, except for the fortress. I knew it would be difficult but I didn't realize how hard it would be to fit the runic design I had come up with on the rings.

I had my jewelry loupe and one of my most delicate inscribers. A tool that you fed a trickle of mana and it acted like a mini laser, vaporizing a minuscule portion of the metal. The issue wasn't my control but the number of runes and patterns I had to inscribe. The pattern I came up with had ten runic symbols and three separate functions all to trigger one effect. Plus I was making two of the damn things.

I finished the first ring, inspecting my workmanship quickly before the runes faded. I then used Inspect on the ring.

Bounce Back

Quality: Good

Description: A single-use ring crafted by an intermediate crafter. Converts the stored mana into hitpoints after death. Bound to Paul Fuller.

Both rings were completely useless for anyone else and they were single-use to boot. The tiny mana hearts contained in the gaudy rings only stored fifty mana. The conversion rate to HP was five to one, giving me ten additional health after my second chance kicked in. Testing the theory was not my favorite memory and I told Fiona to never mention it to anyone.

I would have made one for Ska but his paws didn't hold rings so well. I was making him a bracer but it wasn't the same enchantment. Not that I didn't want to but every time I had created the stupid runic design it would say it was bound to me. It seemed to be some limitation on this specific effect.

An extra twenty health in the grand scheme of things wasn't much but it could give me time to activate a healing spell or inject a much-needed health potion.

Once those were finished, I moved on to the bracer and the pendant. It was another design I had been tinkering with. Having a rechargeable shield was nice but it could only ever cover the armor it was inscribed on. So you needed a chest piece, helmet, pants, and boots to close off most of the vulnerable areas. That was if you wanted to move around. A static shield could form a dome but you would be stuck at that location unless you powered down the shield.

The vulnerabilities weren't an issue when wearing full kit but that just sucked. Plus it wouldn't help Ska at all, considering his meager armor. So, I came up with a runic combination that spread the impact of one attack across the entire body. It was also not a pleasant test. And when I say body, I mean the whole body. It felt like every nerve was rubbed raw. While not truly painful, it was debilitating the first time I experienced its effect.

With some practice, I managed to weather the effect without being debilitated. The whole point of the item was to defend against sneak attacks. I didn't know what effect it would have on magical attacks though so I added runes to reduce magical damage as well. It wouldn't do to have a fireball hit me unaware, on my pinky, only for my necklace to decide my entire body should feel the burn.

The necklace would recharge after a few hours after absorbing most attacks. But I suspected higher tier spells or spells that covered an area might burn out the enchantment, rendering the item useless. If it worked to save my life, then money well spent. Ska's bracer would perform the same function.

Necklace of Unbroken Pain

Quality: Good

Description: This necklace redirects the force of one attack to the whole body. 60% magic resistance. Ooh... can you feel it!

I'll be honest I was a bit creeped out by the description, even though I knew what it did. The bracer wasn't much better.

Bracer of Nettles

Quality: Good

Description: This bracer redirects the force of one attack to the whole body. 60% magic resistance. Yea I can feel it!

I knew that the system incorporated the crafter's state of mind when it named these things, but really. Was I that worried about the effect? After thinking about it, yeah it really did suck. Thankfully I had put Ska through the same rigorous testing as I had gone through. He hid from me for days after that. Even so, he would now be protected as well as I.

            

    
        Chapter 108: Unexpected enemy

    
    
    
    
                We were getting ready to head out, the fortress was restocked and Martin had moved most of his items out. He was always welcome so the room would remain his anytime he wished to visit or join us on a trip.

I was finishing up my preparations when I heard a knock at the door. After checking the camera I noticed it was that hunter girl, the one Ska was training.

I unlocked the door to see what she wanted.

She let out a squeak of surprise, "um... is Ska here?"

"Yeah, but we were planning on leaving soon, can this wait until we return?"

"It shouldn't take long," she said, fidgeting and not making eye contact with me.

I sighed, "fine, I'll go get him, wait here," I added, closing the door.

I went to Ska's room, he had been acting weird since we returned. I chalked it up to Martin leaving but maybe he had a falling out with his woman friend. I sighed again, it wasn't any of my business.

"Ska, your hunter friend is here."

"Oh..." he said, sounding lethargic. "I will go meet with her."

He got up and headed to the front door and I frowned in concern. I watched the two walk off as the girl kept glancing back toward me.

Something wasn’t right with my friend.

"Fiona, I think something might be up with Ska."

"You want me to follow them?"

"Yeah, and I will follow behind you."

I didn't want to tip the huntress off that we were following them or make Ska think I didn't trust him, so I stayed well back. Fiona would remain undetected. It was obvious after a few turns that the huntress was attempting to lose any possible tail, so I moved to the rooftops. The longer I followed the more certain I became that something was off. I could see the young woman leading Ska around like a dazed child, looking none too concerned as she pulled him along. I wanted to put a stop to it right then and there but I didn’t want to involve myself unless necessary.

Fiona appeared next to me a few minutes later.

"I'm not able to follow her anymore, there is some sort of magical interference that is obscuring my vision."

"Shit, alright, go back and see if you can find Martin and lead him over here. I will try to follow them."

"How will he find you?"

"Well, if Ska is in trouble, have him follow the ruckus.”

She nodded and quickly flew off.

I launched into the air and quickly flew in the last direction I had seen the pair. I spotted Ska's tail as he was led around another corner. He was a few blocks away and I had to multicast my wings to catch up. The sun was setting so the sky was dark enough to hide my location. We were entering an industrial section of town and I finally spotted the two.

I hunkered down on the roof and watched. This woman hadn't done anything too concerning, yet. And I couldn't go around murdering people just because I was suspicious. At least not in this town.

She gave one more look around before pushing Ska into a warehouse. From my position, I could see the warehouse had missing panels on the roof so I flew over and landed quietly, and slowly moved to one of the openings.

It was clear something was going on in the warehouse as there was a group of people inside, other than the young hunter and Ska.

"You said the compulsion would hold!" Fayline raged, slamming her foot down like some petulant child.

"Miss. Rosewill, I said it should hold, but he is a strong specimen. With his level being higher than mine I can't guarantee it to be completely successful. If you had kept him by your side the whole time it would have stuck."

"I told you I couldn't do that yet, his friends would have become suspicious. I can't wait any longer, I want him to be completely mine," she glared, stroking the soft fur of the grimalkin and sighing contentedly. "Now fix your god damn mistake or I will get my father involved."

"No need for that," the unknown woman said, raising her hands to wave off the angry woman.

She snapped her fingers and a zombie-like Ska walked forward into a chalk circle.

I had seen enough. I dropped through the opening, my armor and weapon appearing as I fell.

My appearance didn't go unnoticed as the three men standing off to the side yelled. Fayline froze up as she spotted me. That shock didn't last long as she tried to bolt from the building. I wasn't about to let her get away though, so I used Beacon.

It was like a switch was flipped as everyone, including the girl and Ska, came rushing at me with unadulterated hatred in their eyes. In hindsight, I shouldn’t have used the skill until I knew what was going on with Ska. I wasn’t too worried about taking on the rest of these people, but I had been personally training Ska and he was getting dangerous to fight.

I cast Rejuvenate on Ska, knowing he would need the healing most since I was going to have to be less than gentle with him.

I hadn't had time to imbue my staff and doubted I would need it. A quick Identify told me the highest leveled adversary was fourteen. A respectable level for someone around this area. The woman that had been luring Ska had a class called Thrall Mistress. The three thugs were your garden variety, melee classes, and only level nine.

I didn't want Fayline to slip away during the ensuing fight so I smashed a Shockwave into her leg, There was an audible snapping sound as she went down with a scream. Disruption was enough to injure the rest, all except Ska, who was nimble enough to avoid the attack.

His claws raked across my shield, nearly depleting the stored mana before I was able to throw him off. I hit him with Banshee's wail, stunning him and causing his ears to bleed. I felt bad for having to do that but it would keep him trapped until I dealt with the others... or so I thought.

As I turned back toward the woman and her thralls, I was tackled from behind by an angry grimalkin.

He tore at the armor on my back as I tried to shake him off of me. I had forgotten he was wearing the bracer I made for him, at least it worked. The magic resistance must have been enough to negate the stun. I tried to elbow Ska in the nose or flip around so I could kick him off of me.

This whole time the others were recovering and already one of the thralls was rushing at me with a blade that looked like a meat cleaver, only longer.

I was forced to activate Area of Denial, flinging the angry cat across the room and into the wall. I launched to my feet, retracting my staff into its mace configuration. The man's cleaver slid harmlessly off my shield as I backhanded him across the side of the head with my weapon.

I had enough of this bullshit. I cast Blink Step and Flurry as I raced toward the recovering Thrall Mistress. Her eyes went wide as she cast a shielding spell but I released all of my anger as I pushed my staff forward. The extra force from switching it back to a staff impacted her shield with a boom that blasted out all of the windows in the building and sent her hurtling through the warehouse until she slammed into a pole.

She had survived but I wasn't done. She had harmed a friend and ally and there was no outcome that didn't end in her death. I stalked toward her as she coughed up blood, trying to stand. She produced a gun from a storage ring and tried to fire it at me but she missed every shot. Every step closer was another nail in her coffin. As she pleaded for her life, my staff descended on her head, cracking it like a watermelon.

"No mercy for those who harm my friends," I growled.

My sanity returned as the blood dripped from my staff. I heard moaning behind me so I looked around. It turns out the three men had fallen to the ground after I must have broken their enthrallment. I turned to see where Fayline was but I only spotted a bloody trail that led out the door.

I followed the trail and found Fayline face to face with an enraged Ska. I always forgot how fast he was, beating even me outside.

"How could you use me like that? After everything I did to help you out, this is how you chose to repay me!" he said in a menacing growl that I had never heard him use before.

"I only wanted you to be mine," she wailed pitifully. "Please, let me live, my father is very powerful, you wouldn't want to anger him," she added, as Ska closed on her.

Ska continued stalking toward her and she raised her hands, "Please n- ughr..."

Ska's strike was lightning fast as he tore out her throat. A wet slap of blood hit the pavement. He walked past her and toward me as she flopped over and bled out on the ground.

"Thank you for saving me... she had taken me to meet her ‘friend’ on our first outing and she befuddled my mind. She made me do things that I didn't want to do. My mind wasn't strong enough to break free, until we left for the north. I could feel my mind coming back but I was still confused. I think she knew, that's why she was so adamant to enthrall me again."

I clasped Ska on the shoulder, "It's ok man, we're friends and I know you would do the same to help me. Let's go check on the other victims, we might need their testimony to help clear our names."

I chose not to ask what things she made Ska do. I could tell by the woman's infatuation and what I witnessed of their encounters, that it was probably not benign in nature.

Two of the men were recovering, the third seemed to be unconscious from my attack, so I cast a Healing Touch on him.

The three recounted the story of how they had been lured into the grasp of the woman I killed and thanked me for helping to free them. The five of us headed toward the Marshall's building to report on what happened here.

We were met halfway by Martin and a group of three officers.

***

I just exited the marshall's office after giving him my report. They had found the two dead women. Apparently, Fayline was the second daughter of an influential Texas businessman, one that had survived the apocalypse and set up shop in a gated affluent Houston neighborhood.

I remembered the Marshall talking about this area. It wasn't allied with anyone as the people had enough wealth and power to create their own little community. But they weren't antagonistic either.

The Marshall told me that I may want to lay low or skip town for a few months to let tensions die down. It was unlikely that this man would take kindly to his daughter being killed, even if it was her fault.

I agreed with the Marshall, not that I feared some puffed-up windbag that hid behind his walls and soldiers. But best not to start a turf war. If the man decided to come after Ska or me, I would deal with it then.

Speaking of Ska, he was getting back to his normal self. Sometimes I envied the grimalkin. Their existence was so much simpler than humans. Then again sometimes I didn't envy them. Betrayal of one's own was a foreign concept to the kitties because of their shared mental state. Ejecting Ska from their clan wasn't even seen as betrayal, not from Ska’s point of view or the ones that remained behind. It just was how things were done when one threatened the whole of the tribe.

I had asked Ska if he hated them.

"Why would I hate them?" he replied. "I failed as a warrior and as a protector, it was only sensible that they would cut me out. I was distraught at the time, but never did those feelings pass onto my fellow tribe. You cannot leave a disease to fester amongst the healthy individuals."

It was far more rational than I would be in his situation.

We finished the preparations and set off to leave. I decided to fly us north along the mountains to see how far they went or if there was a pass to the other side. I know none of the Marshall's men or Mr. Hornwell's had found one yet but they hadn't ranged far past the old border of Texas.

            

    
        Chapter 109: What lay beyond

    
    
    
    
                We were on the third day of our impromptu journey. I didn’t have any real goal in mind other than scouting and maybe finding some decent dungeons to loot. So far we had just passed the edge of Texas.

A Hornwell outpost marked the border in the distance. I had spotted his flag with the remote viewer. I could even see a few people moving around the small structure, keeping an eye out for trouble. They never once looked our way, the cloak was up and I was flying lower along the mountain. It really did reduce the lensing effect dramatically.

Our flight continued north for another full day before anything changed. The mountain was still as stalwart as ever, rising up to touch the clouds in the east. What should have turned into mostly farmland and flat terrain in the west instead became low rolling hills marked with small groves of some odd tree.

Definitely not a native tree of Earth, the wood was a strawberry red color and the leaves looked like they were dipped in blood. The fact that they dripped occasionally in the heat of the day added to the effect.

The trees seemed to house any number of wildlife, so I had to assume they were benign in nature, at least to that wildlife. I assumed what dripped off the leaves must be some sort of sap.

This wasn’t the only change. Small villages started popping up. All were walled off and I couldn’t imagine more than a hundred people lived in them. We flew near one to check it out and the ‘people’ turned out to be some strange hybrid creature between a goat and a spider. Those were the closest analogs I could think of to describe them.

They had short horns that hurled along their heads and most sported a mane of silver hair. It was mainly the shape of the pupils that made me think of a goat. Not that they were covered in hair or looked like a satyr. They had two arms and three fingers, or two fingers and a thumb, it was hard to tell since the digits were all almost the same length.

The spider part came in at the lower portion of the body. They had six legs, with what I assumed were hooves and a small thorax where a tail might be on a beastkin.

I had also witnessed a gathering of females, weaving cloth from the silk the thorax extruded. I was tempted to go down there to see if I could trade but I didn’t want to spook the natives. Plus those eyes gave me the willies.

We decided to continue on without stopping. While Fiona had found a few dungeons during our stops at night, they were all pretty low level. The highest reaching level seven. We could always check them on the way back to see if we could get a first clear bonus but otherwise, they weren’t worth the effort. There had been no sightings of another horde dungeon but I wasn’t too surprised. From what Fiona told me they were extremely rare. And having been in two put me above ninety-nine percent of the population on her planet. Still, I held out hope for a third.

More and more small towns started popping up the farther north we went. There were even roads and travelers spotted moving northeast and west along a dirt trail. My guess was a real road hadn’t had time to be established to wherever they were heading.

That did give us a good indicator that there should be a large trading town coming up.

I was proven correct an hour later as a large town, nestled against the bottom slope of the mountain, came into view in the distance. I decided to set the fortress down in a valley between two rocky juts from the mountain. It was easily an hour's ride on Bella to the town but I didn’t want to cause an uproar until I got an idea of who the natives were.

“You two ready to say hi to the locals?”

“Yes,” Ska crooned, stretching his stiff muscles from the three-day journey.

“Want me to scout ahead?” Fiona asked.

“No, for the moment stick with us. Once we get closer to the town check it out from above and come back. I can’t imagine a booming trading town like this to turn anyone away.”

I popped Bella out of her cage, she had fully recovered from her ordeal with those despicable dwarves and spent most of her time in the spare storage room while we flew. At nights she hunted around the fortress, sometimes with Ska. The two had finally come to an unspoken agreement, which was good because it had been annoying having them snap and growl at each other all the time.

Ska was able to keep up without issue as I wasn’t pushing Bella to her limit. Thankfully the grimalkin didn’t suffer from prolonged running as cheetahs did.

Half an hour later we arrived on the road heading into the town. The walled-off portion was even larger than Houston. It was surprising seeing this many people so far from where any major town had been prior to the system.

We passed dozens of wagons and just people walking as we neared the town. Most were openly armed and armored as they rode by. There was no open hostility but people did look our way as we passed. I think it had to do more with me riding a war mount than anything.

Or maybe it was the fact that I was human since not a single traveler I had seen had been human so far. I spotted at least six different beastkin varieties and another four humanoids like elves and dwarves, although I didn’t know what their race was. I decided not to be rude by using Identify, we had enough people mad at us for the moment.

When we were ten minutes from the wall Fiona whispered in my ear that she would be back after checking out the town.

“Many beastkin, you think there may be grimalkin?” Ska asked in hope.

“Are your people plentiful?”

“Hmmm, no,” he said dejectedly.

“There may be other feline beastkin.”

That seemed to perk him up a bit.

“Town seems fine, plenty of guards. I don’t recognize the flag but that isn’t too surprising.”

I gave a small nod so Fiona would know I heard her.

We rode through the massive gate. The entrance was large enough to fit four cars side by side and it was packed with people coming and going.

A group of guards was collecting a toll and eventually one approached us.

“Welcome to West Exit. Is this your first time here?”

“Yes,” I replied in confusion, “wait, the town is called West Exit?”

“Yes. It is the west exit to the tunnel through the mountain and the Mohai that created the tunnel gave the town its name. Since this is your first time here, please take this token. It allows one passage through the mountain. Also please stop by the pavilion after you enter the town and read the rules that are posted.”

I didn’t get to ask any more questions as he waved us ahead. The tunnel opened up twenty meters later into a massive open area, some temporary shops had been set up along the edges but it looked like nobody was allowed to set up near the center. The town was a melting pot of hundreds of different species. It reminded me a lot of the Bazaar, if on a smaller scale. I even saw a few humans, even a few Earth humans. The clothing usually gave them away. Although, it seemed like humans were quite the minority in this area of the world.

We made our way over to the posted sign after I stored Bella. The rules were simple. No fighting, no stealing, no slavery, and no rape.

They also only listed one punishment for those crimes, death.

“So, you want to check out the town, or see this tunnel through the mountain?” I asked Ska.

Unfortunately, his eyes kept darting about and his tail was twitching erratically. He hadn’t heard a word I had spoken. When I followed his gaze I had to groan. There was indeed plenty of female feline kin in the city.

I had to grab him by the straps around his torso as he tried to bolt toward one pack that looked like Persian cats, only six feet tall and with a mane of lustrous white hair. I could see Ska’s attraction. But I didn’t feel like having to deal with a horny cat or flee the city just as we arrived. I dragged the reluctant grimalkin along as we looked for a place to stay.

I did note, however, that Ska drew the gazes of more than one female. I didn’t think he would have any issue finding a willing companion while we were here. I also saw a few gazes sent my way but I ignored them. I wasn’t interested in finding a bed partner, human or otherwise.

***

“Why are we staying in this town?” Fiona asked once we entered the room we rented.

“I want to get a feel for the town, see if this is a viable travel route or if there is a way over the mountains farther north.”

“It just seems like our time could be better spent leveling,” Fiona grumbled.

I waved off her concern. “We have plenty of time.”

“Yes, town is good, I say we stay,” Ska said, his agitation bringing about his old stilted speech pattern. Martin had spent a fair bit of time getting him to speak properly but when he was stressed or agitated he reverted to his old ways. It made reading his mood easy.

He had been like this since I dragged him away from those females. I assumed it was some beastkin physiology at play, giving him a one-track mind. Or maybe their species went into heat like normal cats. God forbid I had to listen to those sorts of sounds all night long.

“Fine, Ska, you can go. Just stay out of trouble and obey the town rules. I mean it,” I said, giving him my most intimidating stare.

He nodded as he rushed out of the room.

We spent a couple of days exploring the town and meeting the locals. I talked with a group of merchants getting ready to head through the tunnel. The town on the far side of the mountain was aptly named East Exit. The Mohai are very literal in their naming sense.

The trip was longer than expected, two full weeks.

“Why such a long journey?” I asked, knowing it shouldn’t take more than a few days.

“The Mohai don’t dig straight tunnels. They like to follow softer stone, as they call it, usually veins of minerals or ore,” the Caravan leader stated. He was a half-dwarf with a shaved head and fu-man-chu mustache.

I thought about exploring these caves and checking out the other city. It wasn’t like the three of us had any pressing business. The remaining Black Dragons were in Chicago, according to Michael. And they would have no way to track my movements anymore. Plus there may be strong creatures or even dungeons within the depths.

That was one of the deciding factors in my choice to go. The other was the token we were given. At first, I thought it just allowed us passage through the tunnel. But it turns out it was a return token. After breaking it, it would teleport the holder back to West Exit square. I thought that was a rather extravagant investment until I learned that the token was just a marker, and the actual enchantment that did all the work was inlaid into the square.

I tried to learn the identity of this master enchanter but whoever it was, was kept a tight secret. After meeting Lord Vik’t, I can’t blame them for wanting to keep this quiet. It seemed to me that the Enchanter guild didn’t appreciate rogue enchanters.

As for the tunnels, I learned quite a bit. There were all sorts of nasty creatures and natural caverns that the Mohai or molekin had dug into on their trek through the mountain. No mention of dungeons though. Not that I was surprised. A dungeon could be a strategic investment if utilized properly.

The Mohai’s natural gift at earth magic allowed them to tunnel through solid rock even faster than dwarves. But as the caravan leader stated, they preferred to follow ore. They also seemed to have some sort of sixth sense about open caverns and other underground oddities.

It would be a few more days before the caravan set out so I walked around town until I found what I was looking for.

“Hey, you,” I yelled, waving over a startled man in a weatherbeaten baseball cap.

‘Man I missed my baseball cap.’

“The man hesitantly walked over, “um… yes?”

“You’re a local… from Earth right?”

“Yes?” the man asked quizzically.

“Sorry, I’m Paul. I was originally from Wisconsin when everything went to shit, just trying to see how the rest of the world fared. What state you from?”

“Oh, a fellow Midwesterner… I was in Central Iowa, on my family farm when everything changed. Gotta say, it was a bit hard coping at first but we toughed it out. What with the beasts and the other-worlders running around.”

I nodded along at his story, really only interested in how the mountain looked in the north.

“After my family was killed by a pack of beasts, I ran. I tried heading east, I had extended family in Indiana but the Spine of the World blocked my path. Eventually, I ended up in West Exit.”

“Sorry for your loss,” I replied sincerely.

After that revelation, the conversation started petering out. The man eventually nodded and walked off, lost in his dredged-up memories. I felt bad for bringing it up, but I could probably point to nine out of ten people and get a similar story of people dying around them.

I sighed after talking with a few more people. I had been right the stories were pretty much the same. Almost everyone lost someone. Then they tried to find any connection to the old world, ending up here. When I asked why they didn’t just join a caravan and go through the tunnel, they looked dejected.

Turns out the caravans didn’t want a bunch of non-combatants along for a ride. And they wouldn’t just hire an unknown. They only hired Ska and me because of our high levels, most civilians in the city couldn’t even boast getting to level five. So the people were essentially stuck in town until the city watch threw them out to fend for themselves, or they found a job that paid, allowing them to rent a room.

It was cold and ruthless but that was what the world was now. You couldn’t expect to sit safely behind a wall and not contribute to the city in some way, shape, or form.

The information the farmer provided led me to believe the mountain stretched all the way into Canada. It was hard to believe a mountain range of that magnitude didn’t have any way to pass through it, but the three of us hadn’t found any and it sounded like neither had anyone coming from the north.

Going by the general location of the mountain, it followed a similar path that the Mississippi river once followed. This didn’t seem like a coincidence, and it made me wonder what happened to the massive river. I knew it didn’t exit out into the ocean anymore, the area where it should have exited was a vast desert.

I would have to talk to Martin when I returned to Houston. Setting up an exclusive shipping route seemed like a highly profitable venture, considering that may be one of the only other ways around the mountains. With a little work, I could convert a smaller barge into a hovering ferry. It would be much safer and much faster, even if the merchants were forced to travel south, then back north. It was something to think about as I walked to join the caravan.

“We leave in ten minutes for Fort No Home!,” one of the caravan leaders yelled. “Make sure you are geared up and ready, and keep your eyes open as soon as we enter the cavern.”

I was not at the front, no, I was near the middle, essentially used as a personal bodyguard for a rich merchant. I had a little mental chuckle thinking about this man as being rich. The fortress probably held more value than his entire wares, even my armor and weapon were worth more than most of the stuff I had seen the merchants carting about.

I was surprised to see that few if any had spatial bags or rings. Most had grown up in poor worlds. They had access to the Bazaar but no means to pay the town fees to enter. Now they risked it all to reach a Bazaar to sell their goods. They could sell the items in town but they would fetch far less on Earth since most people didn’t have the credits that established traders could bring to the table. Then there was the fact that most of the stuff they were selling was new. Beast parts and strange plants that had not been seen before. Then there was always the old tech, lying around. One trader had a cart full of old computers, tablets, and cell phones. Even though the items didn’t work he was hoping to strike it rich.

I tried helping out, telling them of the Bazaar in Houston but they were dead set on selling their wares at the one in East Exit. I learned the city used to have another name, Nashville. So at least I had a good idea where we would come out.

The caravan didn’t encounter the first attack until we exited the tunnel into the valley, heading for Fort No Home.

A large flock of angry-looking birds flew down and attacked anything that moved. After a ten-minute fight, the surviving birds flew away while squawking angrily. The creatures were low level but there were hundreds of them. One unlucky merchant had been severely wounded during the encounter but his son had been close by and was able to get him healing in time.

I realized this was probably the most normal thing I had done in months. Simple adventuring. No running from some demented slaver, no fighting for my life against fanatics, or trying to survive in a desert. It was almost enough to get me to forget I had another lunatic trying to track me down… almost.

Fort No Home turned out to just be four tall rock walls with an entrance on one end and an exit on the other. It was situated a couple of hundred meters down the valley from where we exited the first tunnel.

“I see it lives up to its name,” I replied glumly, knowing sleeping on the ground would suck.

“It isn’t much,” the merchant beside me said, “but it is a safe place to spend the night.”

I simply nodded in reply, not in much of a mood to talk. Two days of walking through dark tunnels and I didn’t even get to fight the stupid birds, left me a bit grouchy.

The thick gates to No Home opened as we approached. The fort was large enough to house three times our number, but there wasn’t so much as a building or room to speak of inside the walls. The walls had covered towers for the guards, but that was all.

There was also a fee, charged to everyone who entered.

If it was like this the entire trip, I doubted many merchants would have credits left by the time they made it through. It really was an all-or-nothing gamble for them.

            

    
        Chapter 110: Edge of darkness

    
    
    
    
                We set out the next day, rested as well as could be expected. Our next stop was in three days. Two of those were just getting through this valley to the next tunnel entrance.

The trail wound down the steep cliffs, crossing a small stream, only to wind back up and through a high pass on the other side. I noticed the peaks inside the Spine of the World were not quite as tall as the surrounding peaks. It made me think of two tectonic plates slamming together but instead of one going up and the other going down, they both just said fuck it, let's head for the clouds.

I knew plates slamming together could cause mountains, but usually one of them won out, or at least it wasn’t this extreme. Most of the peaks on the spine were tens of thousands of feet high. Some were probably taller than Mount Everest. I was pretty sure this was abnormal, but then again what was considered normal anymore.

Late on the second day, we entered the next tunnel. It was located halfway up a small peak. It wasn’t as wide as the first tunnel and the caravan was forced to travel single file. We soon encountered the next monsters.

Slimes dripped from the tall ceiling landing on people, carts, and the floor.

These weren’t the same kind of slimes I had battled in the church.

Umbral Slime | Level 8

My staff whipped out, slapping a slime against the wall. I could barely even see the creatures due to the low light and their ability to blend in with the darkness.

I Imbued my staff with fire and it seemed to help but these things weren’t as weak to fire as the base slimes were. Still, they were only level eight. I looked around to see if anyone needed help.

I spotted Ska, flitting about and slicing the creatures apart with little effort. It seemed like piercing or slashing attacks were the optimal counter to the creatures.

One merchant cart was overrun and before anyone could get to them, the man broke his token and fled back to West Exit, leaving his cart behind.

Normally this wouldn’t be a problem but the cart was blocking the remaining third of the caravan.

“Stick close, I gotta go deal with an issue,” I said to the man I was set to guard.

I made my way to the abandoned cart, destroying any slime that got within my reach. A few fireballs, from the limited casters, flew into the ceiling, burning away any more slime.

The cart was piled with animal pelts but I simply touched it and the entire thing vanished into my ring. It did take up a significant portion of the room but it was fine.

The rest of the guards cleaned up the remaining enemies and we got back to moving along.

The cave opened up, looking over an eerie luminescent green lake. The surface was dead still and we made sure to keep as far from the edge of the water as possible. Still, a few creatures burst from the placid waters, intent on seizing a meal. They looked like albino crocodiles with the head of a deep-sea angler fish.

Garlock Lurker | Level 12

The twelve-foot-long creatures had some weird power. When you looked at their eyes it was almost as if you were paralyzed. But my buffs protected most of the people. One unfortunate woman was grabbed without so much as a twitch in self-defense. I was too far away to save her as the creature quickly fled into the water, disappearing below the surface with its prize.

These ambush predators were pissing me off and I let out a shockwave that tore one of the beasts apart. We managed to drive off the remaining creatures before anyone else was dragged into the water. I could hear the man crying over his dead wife but he was quickly quieted by a few of the other guards before we moved on.

Sound carried in the underground and we didn’t want to bring down even more enemies on us.

The remaining part of the day went by quietly. We entered into a vast open cleft and made our way down to the next fort. Fort Edge of Darkness stood at the very edge of this rent in the mountain. Just looking at the steep drop and the endless dark below gave me the heebie-jeebies. Somehow the mohai had constructed a rope bridge across the natural barrier. But I was more interested in the fortress.

As we approached a ball of white light flew from the fort, illuminating the area and a sea of creatures that was boiling up from the crack. The area around the fortress lit up with spells and the sounds of battle as our caravan ground to a halt and everyone looked on nervously.

Thankfully, the creatures from the darkness only seemed interested in the fort. After ten minutes of intense battle, everything went quiet.

“Everyone, hurry up, we don’t want to be caught out here if another wave comes!”

That was enough to get everyone pushing forward as fast as possible. We made it to the walls and the gate opened, letting us in.

The thick stone walls had dozens of signs of battle marred into them. Large rents from claws covered most of the outer surface. Dead creatures that looked like some sort of bug covered the entire ground around the fort.

“Move off to the side and don’t block any defenders. Hurry up! We close the gate in two minutes,” one of the guards inside yelled.

I didn’t know if the man was prophetic or this was a normal occurrence but less than thirty seconds after the gate closed, I could hear the scrapping of rock as another flare lit up the darkness.

The fort guardians knew their business though and soon spells impacted the creatures as they tried to fight their way through the walls.

“You folks picked a hell of a time to travel the dark road. It's swarm season for the dewgon.”

I assumed the dewgon were the bugs.

“Most of the time they are harmless and perfectly fine remaining in their caves unless provoked. But they turn crazed during the swarm.”

This swarm reminded me a lot of the horde dungeons and I wondered if maybe there was a dungeon below. I quietly made my way over to a corner out of sight and whispered to Fiona.

“Can you check to see if these creatures are coming from a horde dungeon?”

“Yes,” she whispered back.

After she acknowledged me, I moved back to the group.

It took over an hour for Fiona to return. I felt a cold hand on my shoulder and once again I moved off to a secluded spot.

“There is a horde dungeon down there but I don’t know how you would even get to it. There have to be close to a million of these dewgon outside the entrance. The dungeon itself is only level thirteen. Maybe we can come back after the swarm is dealt with.

“Thanks,” I added quietly.

When I returned, I looked for one of the guards.

“Excuse me.”

“Huh,” the mohai said, stopping in front of me.

“How long does a swarm season usually last?”

“It depends on the size of the hive. Anywhere from a week to a month if the hive numbers in the hundreds of thousands.”

I winced internally at that, knowing the hive was even larger than the defenders' estimates. “Thanks, how long has it been going on?”

“Oh, a few days. Seems to be a decently large hive, only the drones have come up so far.”

I nodded in thanks. I wasn’t planning on sticking around for a few months until the hive exhausted itself against the defenders, assuming they lasted that long. Nor was I willing to fight off a million bugs just to get a few stat points. I decided not to even mention it to Ska, knowing that crazy bastard he would want to test his luck.

The night was awful and sleep eluded me as every few hours the fort would come alive to kill off another wave of the dewgon. It seemed like the mohai were familiar with the creatures as they dealt with them very efficiently. Even the corpses were shoved into the darkness by earth mages.

The next day the nervous caravan waited while the sounds of battle raged outside the walls. As soon as it went quiet, the gate by the bridge opened.

“Good luck,” the guard said as the remaining members of the caravan rushed across the bridge.

A quarter of the caravan fled during the night, breaking their tokens and leaving everything behind. The mohai of the fort claimed the abandoned property as recompense and nobody disputed the claim.

Once again we entered a dark tunnel and I was beginning to wonder if this trip was even worth it. I certainly planned on giving the residents of Earth a better way to bypass this mountain chain. Not being able to claim the horde dungeon was a bummer but it would be gone before the swarm disappeared and we made our way back in this direction, seeing as Fiona activated it by going inside.

It was probably for the best. This way the mohai wouldn’t be overrun or exhausted by having to continuously fight for months on end as the dungeon poured more and more creatures out.

The tunnel abruptly ended after less than an hour of travel, opening into a massive cave filled with glowing moss and all types of plants. The cave was so large that clouds concealed the ceiling and a light but steady drip of rain fell from above.

If it wasn’t for the horrifying creatures and possibly deadly plants, I might be overwhelmed with awe at the sight. I couldn’t even see the far end of the cavern as it faded into the distance. A path had been cleared through the dense vegetation though.

Cautiously the caravan moved forward. Everyone had witnessed the horrors that lurked down here and nobody wanted to be the next victim. Ska turned out to be the best asset we had. He spotted and dealt with over a dozen dangerous critters before they could even make it to the caravan.

I was a bit jealous and annoyed but I quickly calmed down. The creatures were between level ten and twelve. I doubted if I cleared this entire cavern that I would level from it, so I let him do his thing.

I also let the fire mages deal with the dangerous plant life along our path. They could benefit from the experience more than me.

The trip through the expansive cavern took a full day. If I had to guess the cavern extended twenty miles. It wasn’t a straight shot east though. Instead, it curved north about a quarter of the way through. All of the fighting allowed Ska to hit level eighteen though, so that was at least one positive.

The next fortress we arrived at was called Fort Blue Lake. As always, aptly named for the neon blue lake it faced. We had to steer clear of the lake as toxic mist wafted up from it. Thankfully there was no breeze underground to send the toxic cloud our way. Still, most of the caravan couldn’t wait to get far away from the area.

Halfway through the journey, we arrived at Mid Point. A town situated in another cavern. This one wasn’t nearly as large as the forest one though.

We entered through the gate, greeted by the sight of thousands of mohai, going about their daily lives. Another caravan was getting ready to exit and head east, and they watched our weary faces, giving us solemn nods as we passed.

Everyone was dead tired from the first leg of the trip and we would be recuperating in the town for two days. It would add time to the journey but nobody could keep going if we didn’t stop for rest. Even Ska and I were exhausted by this point.

“Meet at the East gate in two days or be left behind,” the caravan leader stated flatly.

A few people grumbled. But they knew, to be left behind was to lose everything.

            

    
        Chapter 111: East Exit

    
    
    
    
                The remainder of the trip was not as arduous as the first half. Part of that was due to the caravan we crossed paths with in Mid Point. Like us, they braved the dark and fought off the creatures. The beasts of the dark would return, given enough time, but most were cleared from our path.

Still, it wasn’t without its difficulty. Two more merchants were forced to flee when a lava salamander surprised the group.

Ska and I were able to kill it while the rest of the guards protected the remaining people. Nobody else was strong enough to deal with the level twenty creature. And it wasn’t like Ska or I escaped unscathed. Ska was missing patches of hair where the beast’s breath scorched it away.

I fared better with my armor and buffs, but my eyebrows were singed off when my helmet shield failed.

I was lucky enough to dodge out of the path of the lava stream before it burned my face off. My helmet was completely ruined though. Had Fiona been able to assist we could have taken down the creature without any wounds but I wanted her to hang back and remain out of sight.

The wounds were quickly healed, but the hair and fur would have to grow back naturally. As for my helmet, I had to pull out my old one. The shield on it was subpar but it was better than leaving my noggin exposed.

On tired feet, we finally stepped out of the final tunnel and into East Exit. Like the other town, it was bustling. Trade went both ways but I wasn’t sure why merchants would brave the journey to West Exit to sell goods. I’m sure Frathsar would have been able to explain the intricacies of commerce to me if he were around.

Seeing as we were finally out of the tunnel, I stored my weapon and armor. It felt good to be free of the items and I stretched. Ska joined me a minute later. We had been paid and it was time to check out the area.

As we walked out of the embarkment area an altercation off to the side drew my attention.

“Paul, behind you!” Fiona screamed.

I jerked my head around in time to see a man stabbing at me with an obviously enchanted sword. The blade looked like mother of pearl and it flickered an iridescent color. Unfortunately, that was all I had time to learn as the blade slammed into my body like a freight train. I was sent hurtling back from the blow but from the pain over my entire body, I could tell my necklace activated.

I wasted no time getting to my feet and Identifying my attacker… attackers. Ska was fighting off two others and it looked like Fiona was keeping another busy. Only one man was running at me and I used Identify on him as I reequipped my armor and weapon.

Randy Cotton | Fate Spinner / Tempusmec | 23/15

“Fuck.”

The man lunged at me and I twisted my staff to intercept his strike. But something weird happened. His blade was now farther back and my staff swiped empty air. A cold sweat ran down my spine as I tried to twist out of the path of his blade.

The weapon pierced through my armor shield like it wasn’t even there. Only the quality of my armor saved me from being impaled. I still felt one of my ribs crack from the strength of the blow and once again I was sent tumbling to the ground.

I scrambled up but the man was on me and I was forced to activate Blink Step to gain some distance and heal myself.

The man flicked his blade and a crescent of pearlescent light intercepted my path, forcing me to dodge the attack. This seemed to be what he had expected as he was on me again. Even with Blink Step active, I was barely able to keep his weird blows from striking me. Every time I tried to attack him with magic, he flicked the blade of energy out to intercept the attack.

The energy seemed to cancel out any magic it came into contact with and my fear only grew.

The man was silent, he didn’t banter or bandy words. He didn’t demand an explanation or threaten me, he only attacked.

I could tell I wasn’t going to win this fight but I couldn’t break free. Even if I could, I couldn’t leave Ska and Fiona here. Somehow the man had learned I was going here and set this trap.

It wasn’t hard to guess that it probably had something to do with his first class. I was still trying to figure out his second class but the word sounded similar to temporal. A class with an ability to control time would definitely explain the weird attacks I was unable to block.

I was running out of time and ideas, so far I had been on the defensive. I had Imbued my staff with lightning and water but those attacks seemed to be useless as the sword simply nullified them as he parried my blows. Even worse the sword was non-metallic, meaning the energy of the lightning wouldn’t reach him anyway.

I tried activating the ring of temporal skip I had. The man’s eyes enlarged slightly as I activated the ring but I didn’t go anywhere, in fact, I felt like I was slowing down.

I turned my head to yell for the others to run but a blinding pain hit me in the mouth. I stumbled to the side as blood poured down my chest from my ruined jaw.

I cast Area of Denial, relying on my trump card as I summoned the token from my ring.

But the man knew… a flick of his sword popped my defensive spell like a balloon, severing my main hand with little effort.

I could only look on in horror as a fountain of blood poured out. My hand, along with my staff went sailing off into the surrounding mayhem. The entire square had turned into a battlefield as what I could only assume were Randy’s men, ruthlessly slaughtered anyone. Some people fought back but were quickly cut down.

I couldn’t even see Fiona or Ska in the surrounding violence. I stumbled away, holding my bleeding stump. I didn’t get far before a searing pain tore through one of my legs, causing me to fall to the ground. On instinct, I used my hands to brace for the fall. The pain of hitting my open wound on the ground almost made me blackout. But I was no stranger to pain and I forced myself to stay conscious.

The man finally chose this time to speak.

“You are a hard man to track down. Did you think you could run and hide from me forever? No, you were trying to gain strength and take me on, weren’t you? As if I would let you. This is for my brother and niece.”

I felt the cold blade repeatedly slam into my torso and I choked up blood as my lungs were perforated by the angry man’s blade.

All strength left my body as I collapsed to the ground. I felt cold and my vision went dark.

You have died

Second Chance has activated

Indomitable has activated removing the bleed debuff

The monotone grey of death was replaced by the vibrant color of life as my skill activated along with my two rings on my other hand. I could only lay there though as the pain was immense.

A foot rolled me over and I was face to face with Randy Cotton.

“Don’t think your little skill will get you out of it this time,” He stated with a grim smile. “This is for wasting my time.”

He pulled his blade back for another attack but he leaped to the side as a ghostly sword tried to skewer him. He wasn’t completely successful at avoiding Fiona’s strike though. A pained grimace blossomed on his face as Fiona pressured him back.

I could only watch impotently as I struggled to even rise from the ground.

“Ska, get him out of here!”

A moment later Ska was by my side. He lifted me onto his shoulder and slammed a health injector into my leg as he rushed out of the square.

I heard an angry roar and had enough energy to look up as the entire square froze gray, like my death vision.

Everything besides Randy and Fiona was frozen by the effect. Ska and I were far enough away to avoid the effect. My only guess was some sort of temporal lock and since Fiona was undead, was not subject to the whims of time like mortals.

The fact that Fiona was unaffected only slowed Randy down a few seconds as he renewed his attacks against her, starting to push her back. She finally disengaged just before we rounded a corner.

***

“Find them!” Randy roared, “do not let them escape.”

Three of his commanders ran after the two that escaped. Meanwhile Randy pulled out an item. He spoke a trigger word and tossed it into the air.

A flash of golden light spread out but he got no indication that the specter had been banished.

He gripped his sword tight enough to turn his knuckles white. The bitch had allowed that bug to escape and now she had fled as well. His abilities had not warned him about her presence. And only his skill and battle intuition had saved him from a deadly blow. He still felt the deathly cold that radiated from his side from one attack.

He would not let this man escape. The town was locked down and his men were sieging the walls. If he had to kill every single person in this shit hole to get his prize he would gladly do it. He flicked out his sword at a local that rushed at him, bisecting the man with little effort.

The battle in the courtyard was winding down and only three of his men had died. That damn half-breed was a far more competent fighter than he had given it credit for. And the specter, while a decent fighter seemed to have some limitations that his men were able to exploit, preventing her from killing more than one of them.

Randy stomped off after his commanders, the rest of his men following behind.

***

Ska was breathing hard after running for ten minutes. He had finally lost the three men chasing them but he had to stop. Paul was bleeding again and had passed out from his wounds.

Ska set him down and pulled out a bandage to wrap around his missing hand. He also jabbed another healing injector into his leg.

Fiona appeared while he was doing this.

“We have to get him out of here,” she said.

“I know,” he hissed, “but where to go. I can hear fighting at the wall and we won’t remain hidden for long.”

“Break his token and send him back to West Exit,” Fiona said quickly.

Ska had completely forgotten about the tokens. He quickly searched Paul for his but couldn’t find it.

“It is not here, it must have been in his ring,” Ska growled softly.

***

I woke up but I wish I hadn’t, the pain was intense. I still couldn’t speak as my jaw was mangled from the fight. I could hear Ska and Fiona speaking, then Ska roughly fumbled around my body looking for something.

“Down here!” I heard someone yell.

Ska hissed, then shoved something in my hand.

I only had a second to realize it was his return token. I tried to resist but he forced my hand to crush the token. There was a bright flash and I found myself bleeding on the ground in West Exit. A startled scream was all I heard before I passed out.

***

“He is safe, we must flee,” Ska stated, already rushing away from the three men chasing them.

The city wasn’t like the forest but he could easily scale the wood building and outmaneuver these men. Fiona kept up and watched his back as he made his way back toward the tunnel entrance.

***

Randy backhanded the man so hard he broke his hand. He ignored the pain, while the man got back to his feet.

“I told you not to let him escape. Explain why you disobeyed my order.”

“The half-breed had some sort of teleportation item and shoved it into our target's hand before we were able to stop him.”

Randy clenched his jaw, making his teeth creak. He had utilized his class skill Twist of Fate to bring this encounter to reality. The cost had been staggering, a full level and it didn’t guarantee success. Still, he had come so close to victory. Severing that man’s hand should have prevented any escape option. The fact that his cohort sacrificed his own ability to escape, for Paul, was infuriating.

His second class had easily shined in the fight. The Tempusmec or Temporal Sword class made use of tiny tricks of time to confuse your opponent or redirect your strikes to be more advantageous. Since getting the class Randy had not lost a single battle or even taken a wound. Top that off with his prismatic rapier and very few could stand up to him for long. The rapier had been hard to acquire but worth it in the end. Its ability to pierce any magic was unmatched. It also had the Prismatic Wave ability.

“And what about the other two?”

“They fled back to the tunnel where we lost them.”

“Agh!” Randy screamed, letting his blade tear through the surprised man.

The bisected man fell to the ground.

“Go after them, kill them both, and don’t bother to return if you can’t complete a simple task like that.”

The remaining two men nodded and rushed off to the tunnel.

“Gather up the rest of the men, it’s time to leave before the city realizes we are here.”

The man nodded and within minutes they made their way through the city and to a hidden exit.

***

I woke up an undetermined time later. While I didn’t feel a hundred percent, I did feel better.

I looked around, I was in some sort of room, and when I tried to sit up, found myself handcuffed to a railing.

“Good, you’re awake. We have some questions for you.”

I blearily looked over to an austere woman sitting in a chair along the wall. She was wearing some sort of robe but my head was too fuzzy to even activate Identify so I just collapsed back on the bed.

“Wh- Who are you?” I said through parched lips.

“You can call me Miss Farley. Now, how did you end up in the state you were in?”

“Attacked,” I managed to mumble out. “Could I get some water?”

“In time. Attacked by what?”

“No, there was an attack… in East Exit.”

The woman froze and looked at me. “Who attacked the city? And why?”

“The Black Dragon, a nasty organization from the Chicago area. I… I think they were after me.”

“You, why you?”

“It’s a long story, can I please get some water?” I plead, my mouth feeling like a desert.

I heard her get up and walk over to a table, pouring a glass of water. She then walked up to the bed and I was forced to sit up and take small sips. When my thirst was sufficiently quelled I flopped back into the bed.

I heard her sit back down. “Time for that story,” she stated flatly.

I recounted most of how I knew the Black Dragon but I kept some things to myself. Eventually, the woman left me to rest.

I jerked up on my remaining hand, the handcuff securing me to the hospital bed clanked. Since the woman was gone, I used my healing spells to rid myself of any remaining injuries. My hand didn’t reform and it felt like something was blocking it from regrowing. I quickly checked through my status log to see what happened during the fight.

Your hand has been severed by Fate

I didn’t know what it meant but I could guess it wasn’t anything good. I reached into my pants and grabbed my backup storage ring, sliding it onto my finger. It contained a few items of importance. One was a house token, bound to me. It would allow me to unlock the fortress, considering my tattoo was on my missing hand, I was glad I had a backup.

Thankfully the tattoo was useless now that it was disconnected from my body. It couldn’t be activated externally. I had learned that from my rigorous testing on trying to reinforce my body.

The next item was my spare staff. I wasn’t sure how effective I would be off-handed but I could probably get by for now.

There was a supply of healing and mana regen items. I also had food and water and a backup set of armor. Although the armor wasn’t as good as the damaged set I still wore.

The last item was a locator token. It was a feature I had built into my tattoo as well and would allow me to get the direction of anyone that had access to my fortress.

I fed some mana into the featureless piece of metal and it lit up like a radar. I saw two distinct directions displayed. One was to the south and one was to the east. I let out a sigh of relief. This meant Ska was still alive. If he were dead the indicator wouldn’t show up for him. I had to assume Fiona was with him as I couldn’t tattoo a ghost.

I put the item back in my ring and activated Godly Might. The strength boost allowed me to easily rip the pre-system handcuffs apart. I wouldn’t have bothered but I didn’t know how long I had been unconscious, it felt like days. I didn’t want to remain here where Randy and his goons might show up at any minute and I was in no condition to try and find Ska and Fiona. As long as those two stuck together, they could find me. Fiona seemed to always know where I was, due to our bond.

I stood up and walked over to a window. When I looked out I saw I was on the third floor of some building. It appeared I was still in West Exit. I threw open the window and jumped out, activating my wings and Blink Step.

I flew directly south, avoiding the wall and the guards. With triple casting the skills and downing a few mana potions, I was able to get to the sparse forest edge. I stumbled as I landed, hitting my injured arm on a tree and sending a spike of pain up my arm. I grimaced from the pain but kept running. My escape hadn’t gone unnoticed.

By the time I got to the fortress I was sweating and dizzy. The stitches in my hand had broken open and blood was soaking my bandaged stump. I fed some mana to the token and the exterior door of the fortress opened. I ran inside and quickly shut the door behind me. I only had a minute or so before my pursuers caught up.

I opened the inner door and rushed to the command center. I quickly powered up the fortress and engaged the cloak, I set it to hover thirty feet into the air, to avoid detection. Just in time, it seemed as a group of people rounded the valley entrance and came to a stop.

My whole body was shaking from exertion and blood loss, I used the time to catch my breath and sit down. Exhaustion eventually claimed me and I passed out in the command chair.

            

    
        Chapter 112: Damage control

    
    
    
    
                The sound of dripping woke me from my slumber. I cracked open my eyes, barely able to turn my head. Everything felt fuzzy. When I looked down I saw the reason for the dripping noise. A large pool of blood was staining the floor and a quick look showed that my stump had continued to leak blood after I had passed out.

Going by the size of the pool I must have been unconscious for at least a few hours. I injected another health potion but that was only a stopgap. I needed to deal with the issue.

I glanced at the viewer, it showed that the valley was empty. Footprints blanketed the ground but the people must have left before the cloak ran out of power.

I decided to set the fortress back down and engage the shield. That would give me five or six hours until I had to worry, assuming nobody came by and attacked.

With that done I slowly stood on weak legs. I had to brace myself using my staff but I made my way to the kitchen. There I turned on the electric stove and let the element heat up. I didn’t have the knowledge or skills to seal off the stump with stitches so this was the only other option I could think of. I had thought about just cutting the arm off higher up but something told me that wouldn’t fix the issue caused by Randy Cotton’s skill.

When the burner was red hot, I stuck a chunk of wood in my mouth, grabbed a health injector, in my good hand, and shoved the stump against the burner.

I screamed as my flesh sizzled but I was able to stay conscious through the pain. The end result looked awful but it no longer bled. I went and retrieved some anti-burn ointment and slathered a liberal amount onto the area before I fumbled with gauze and a bandage.

The wound throbbed but the System and my pain tolerance made it bearable. I wiped the sweat from my forehead as I went to the fridge and grabbed some food.

I was so hungry I didn’t bother getting a plate or silverware, I simply shoved my hand into the food and shoveled it into my mouth.

***

I woke up on the kitchen floor, not even remembering having passed out. The blood loss was affecting me severely but looking around I saw that no more blood was soaking the floor or me. I also felt slightly better. The food I had eaten must have helped. That made me remember Bella.

I pulled her from her storage and she seemed distraught at my condition.

“It’s ok, I'll be fine, just keep watch and make sure nobody gets in.”

She gave a squawk in response.

I gave a half-hearted smile as I made my way to my bed. This fight would leave me weakened for days. Once inside the room, I set the tracking plate on the table next to the bed and activated it. Still two signals. It looked like Ska and Fiona were heading West. I realized they must have entered the tunnels again. I hoped they would be ok. As soon as I lay my head on the pillow, I fell asleep.

The next time I woke up, my condition had improved. I wasn’t as light-headed and my mind felt much clearer. My head was clear enough that I realized how much of a monumental idiot I had been. I made a fundamental mistake in thinking my enemies would simply wait around or that they didn’t have another way to find me. Randy and the Black Dragon had already proven that they were resourceful enough to track my movements once before.

I should have expected the attack, the whole ‘Let’s check out this tunnel through the mountain,’ scenario was not something I would have done. I didn’t care what was on the other side of the mountain, only that there was a path through. The only thing that made sense was Fate Spinner magic. It made me realize just how powerful and insidious the magic that Randy Cotton used was. I hadn’t thought anything was odd about my actions but Fiona had pointed out my actions were weird and out of place, to the point she asked me about it.

How do you begin to even fight against someone who can bend fate to their whim? Then again, a spell of that magnitude must be costly. I knew spells could utilize other resources as payment for activation, my Aura of Rage was a prime example of that. Unfortunately, I didn’t know what it cost or how often he could use it. I needed to be extra vigilant. I also needed to heed my friends' advice.

I checked the tracker and noticed the bar moved slightly to the west. I had to assume they were still traveling through the tunnel. I slammed my good hand down on the table in frustration, knowing there wasn’t anything I could do. Even if I entered the tunnel again it would be a week before I could join up with them. In my state, I didn’t hold out much hope that I would be any help. I had to trust in their abilities and prepare for when they arrived.

I went to my workroom and created another defensive necklace. Randy Cotton’s attack had destroyed the first item. Rune-crafting with my offhand was a major pain in the ass. Only my high agility allowed me to make a passable item. It was considerably weaker than my previous attempt. I sighed, I would need to practice quite a bit more to bring my offhand up to my former quality. I Inspected the final result.

Necklace of force attenuation

Quality: Average

Description: This necklace redirects 60% of the force of one attack to the whole body. 40% magic resistance.

It would have to do. I slipped the item on and pushed it under my shirt. Next, I took a look at my armor. It was in rough shape. The back had six gaping holes where he had stabbed me repeatedly. Even the front was damaged to a lesser extent. A row of mithril plates was slightly bent from absorbing the initial blow. The cut continued onto the open leather, leaving a ragged-looking slice that was barely stopped. I still had a minor hitch from the broken rib.

I couldn’t do anything about the damage right now so I rinsed the blood off and tried to slip the armor back on. Unfortunately, this proved impossible without my ring to assist. Untying the straps had been a chore but retying them so the armor was tight was a nightmare.

I gave up and stored the armor for now. Without a second hand, I was going to be nearly useless. I would have to buy another ring to replace the one I lost or figure out what to do to shore up my disability.

Making a rune-crafted hand seemed like the quickest approach to solving my problem. I couldn’t manufacture anything too complex with the materials I had available but I didn’t need to be complex.

I sketched out a design that utilized an arm brace that we had for setting broken bones and six bars of steelium. The bars would act like fingers and thumb. Really I only needed three but I had another idea.

It took a bit of digging to find the storage ring where I stuck the extra steelium. I stuck it in the small bandsaw in the workroom and cut up the six bars. Each bar was half an inch wide, a quarter-inch thick, and six inches long. It was overkill for a temporary prosthetic but that was fine.

Simple movement runes were easy for me to produce. I had used those on the outer doors of the fortress. Attaching all the fingers to the arm brace was a far larger challenge. I muddled through it and eventually got them all attached. Activating the ‘fingers’ turned out to be too difficult. They all wanted to activate at once. It took me some fiddling before I came up with a solution. I now sported six tattoos, one for each finger. I could control each individually or with a bit of effort more than one at a time.

I had to thank my high Intelligence stat for this. I don’t think I would have been able to pull it off otherwise. I clicked together three of the fingers, testing the functionality. I could hold my staff but I wouldn’t be holding anything delicate with the hand. Fine motor control just wasn’t possible.

Now that I knew the hand would function, I started adding the other runes. This process took a few days. I had to eat and rest as my body was still trying to recover from the blood loss. Each morning I checked the radar to see if Ska and Fiona were ok. The mark was slowly creeping west.

“They should be at the first fortress,” I mumbled.

I got out of bed and strapped the arm on. The process took a good ten minutes, with me fumbling for the hard-to-reach clips. But I got it done. I tested the connection to each finger, then flipped them all back so they sat along my arm.

Then I walked to the command room. The shield was nearly depleted, just from sitting around, but I didn’t have the time or energy to recharge it. Seeing as nobody had attacked and the remote viewer showed the area around the fortress to be empty, I turned off the shield. I spent the next few hours recharging the shield crystal and the cloak crystal. I checked the remote viewer one last time before I powered off the fortress and headed outside. There was no point wasting the little remaining mana on the shield. It wouldn’t last more than an hour with its current charge.

I walked for fifteen minutes before I found a small grove of trees. The short walk had tired out my healing body and I had to wipe away a sheen of perspiration.

“This is far enough, I can test it here,” I said with a tired sigh.

I was wearing my armor but it wasn’t strapped down properly. I wanted to avoid any fighting if possible but at least I had my shield if worse came to worst. I was surprised the shield still functioned due to the damage but the properly enhanced mithril was strong stuff and not even that damn magic-defying sword had been able to pierce it.

I flexed my mechanical fingers again, making sure everything was functioning. Then I clicked all six into a forward-facing direction. They formed a rough tube. Energy began to crackle between the openings of the fingers and a blue glow quickly formed within the center. I aimed my arm towards a tree and sent the signal to fire.

A burse of mana from the mana heart situated in the bottom center of the opening drained completely. A lance of blue light ripped through the air, missing the tree and continuing on until it struck another tree forty feet farther away.

The tree exploded into splinters where the beam of focused mana struck and came crashing down as the remaining portion could no longer hold it.

While my aim was atrocious, the results spoke for themselves. I hadn’t wanted to reveal the fact that I was able to recreate the mana cannons but I needed something to shore up my weakness. This wasn’t a rapid-fire weapon though as I could already feel the heat from just one shot. I figured I might get three or four shots before I had to let it cool down.

People would probably mistake the blue glow and energy discharge between the fingers as part of the buildup to fire but they would be wrong. That was just the runic-containment array that focused the mana. I wasn’t sure how the original mana cannon builders did it but my method worked fine. With time I might be able to tweak it to make it invisible but that was far off. I quickly recharged the mana heart and fired again and again.

It took me about six seconds to recharge the crystal, which seemed like a long time considering it only held fifty mana but the conversion rate was garbage and it cost me two hundred mana just to fill it once. I deactivated the containment field and folded away three fingers. Thankfully, I could keep a charge ready in the crystal. Two more attacks in battle seemed like a reasonable option, any more than that, and I would be running on fumes.

I tried practicing with my staff in my new hand but it didn’t have the flexibility or range of motion required to do much more than hold the staff. I also couldn’t feed mana through the hand and into the staff, so activating the runes was impossible.

Instead, I swapped it back to my remaining hand and practiced with that. My new hand wasn’t useless though. I had two modes, crushing grasp and shield. Crushing grasp was just me pushing as much power into the hand as possible to break whatever I was holding. Twenty mana could crush a stone so it was highly effective. The shield mode just spread the fingers out like a fan and allowed me to partially block stuff with it. I could also use it as an improvised mace if I really wanted to. Not that I thought it would be very effective.

I returned to the fortress after my tests and practice. I had one more thing I wanted to add to the hand. I had to dig through a bunch of crates before I found what I was looking for. Martin and Ska really did pack all kinds of shit.

I attached the laser pointer to my arm and connected it to the power rune for the weapon. Now I shouldn’t have any problem hitting what I was aiming at.

            

    
        Chapter 113: The wait

    
    
    
    
                I spent the next couple of days training with my hand and my staff. I still didn’t feel comfortable that I could match my previous ability. I had to face facts, I was afraid. I was afraid that Randy Cotton had followed Ska and Fiona into the tunnel. They were still moving from what I could tell but that meant little.

If he was truly following them and I was forced to fight, I would die. There was no doubt about that. Dying to save my friends was a noble endeavor but also a futile one. I doubted that Randy Cotton would stop at just me.

I needed to utilize the advantages I had. That meant waiting and worrying that Ska and Fiona wouldn’t return safely. The worry was eating me up inside and on more than one occasion I had to extract a deformed piece of dining ware from my metal hand.

Sitting around and waiting was killing me so I got to work. I slaved the mana cannons on the fortress to one control. It wouldn’t allow me to aim them but that was fine. It was just another extra layer to the defenses

I spent two days aligning the weapons to all aim at a small area, roughly thirty degrees down from the fortress. My plan was to vaporize anyone chasing Fiona and Ska after they exited the tunnel.

I realized the plan had a lot of holes in it. But it was the best I could come up with at the time. Gathing the locals to help drive off Randy and his forces was an option but one I had little faith in working. The highest levels I had spotted were fourteen. Enough of those would make a difference but Randy had no qualms about attacking East Exit with his forces. I had to assume he had enough men to counter any force I could gather against him. Plus I was pretty sure the city was still angry with me for absconding while they were questioning me.

Two more days ticked by and I couldn’t tell if the marker for Ska and Fiona was moving anymore. Moving farther south would give me a more accurate reading so I flew the fortress a few hours further south.

I got confirmation that the line wasn’t moving. It had been two days since I repositioned and there was no movement. All I knew is that they were still alive.

I paced around the room, trying to think of something to do to help them. It was obvious that something was holding them up but I had no idea what it could be. They should have made it to Mid Point. The only two things I could think of is that they were hiding in the city or being prevented from leaving.

That shot my entire plan out the window.

***

Ska heaved in exhaustion. The evil men had hounded their path the entire way. If it wasn’t for the infernal creatures of the dark, Ska could have lost them. But he had been forced to fight on more than one occasion as the creatures attacked.

He still sported a bloody gash from when the men caught up with Fiona and him. He had barely escaped that encounter, thanks to the training Paul and Martin had given him. But the men were experts in death and they didn’t relent.

Ska wasn’t concerned about the wound it was healing slowly. He would have used a healing potion but his last one went to Paul. The problem came with the obvious trail and the blood that attracted more monsters.

Ska was an experienced hunter though and it wasn’t his first time being injured by something tracking him. He used the blood to his advantage and led the men on a merry chase through one of the large caverns. Once he was satisfied that he got the attention of the denizens of the dark, he bandaged the wound to prevent any more blood from giving away his position.

Fiona followed him in silence. He was glad she was here. He could feel the animalistic part of his brain scream at him to stake his claim and push out all other challengers. This wasn’t a new sensation for him. It was always lurking in the back of the grimalkin’s minds. It only grew louder when he was alone. The trick was not to remain alone for too long or the primal urges would take over. Fiona’s presence slowed the change but it wasn’t enough to prevent it. He had time though.

He heard yells in the distance and he growled in pleasure. The men had fallen into the trap. He hoped the monsters were enough to kill them but he doubted it. At best it would buy them a few hours. There were only so many paths in the tunnel and even fewer led toward Mid Point.

Ska chose to remain on the main path and pushed himself as fast as possible to gain some time.

He was forced to rest in an alcove for an hour. He was burned out from running and his breath was coming in ragged gasps.

“How are you holding up?” Fiona asked, worry in her eyes.

“I… will… live…,” he forced out through deep gulps of air.

“I can slow them down for you,” Fiona offered.

“No, don’t leave me alone… I won’t make it otherwise. This place is sapping my mind much faster than if I was above ground.”

“…Ok,” she said hesitantly, “I will remain with you.”

“Is Paul-,”

“He still lives,” she replied quietly.

He nodded, a feral grin appearing on his face. Now that he had saved Paul, they were equals. Not that Paul didn’t already treat his as such, but it was an important distinction for a grimalkin.

Ten minutes later they were back on the move. Not because he wanted to but because a falling rock had echoed up the tunnel, alerting him that someone or something had stumbled across the pebbles he had strewn about. He could only move at a slow jog, conserving his energy.

All was not smooth sailing. Ska was forced to bypass the first fortress. It was under attack by creatures. This was a normal occurrence for the forts but he couldn’t afford to wait for the battle to end. Even if he did, resting here was not an option. If the men following them caught up, they could lay a trap ahead.

He kept moving, pushing through to another exterior path. Cold winds buffeted the ridge he came out to. The area was blanketed with snow and ice, even more than when they had come this way less than a week ago. That didn’t stop him. Ska lept down the mountain, avoiding the road altogether. He was uncomfortable in the cold but it wasn’t enough to stop him.

An angry Tundra Goat bellowed in rage as Ska flew by, chasing him down the mountain. Ska was fine with that. He needed food and water as his stock had run out. Blood would have to substitute.

As soon as Ska landed at the base of the ridge, he activated Redirect Motion, Leap, Violent Slash, Debilitating Strike, and Double Strike all at the same time. His motion flipped one-eighty and he caught the goat by surprise. His attack tore off the front leg and left a long row of bleeding gashes as the beast toppled over.

He rushed back and sank his teeth into the monster, savoring the warm blood as it pumped from the terrified creature's heart. The goat was only level seven and Ska ignored its attempts to get up until his thirst was slaked. He swiped across the bleating creature's throat, finally ending its life.

He tore into the creature, not sparing the time to properly dress or clean the kill. He ripped off the legs, storing them in the ring he had. The rest he left to hopefully draw scavengers or other dangerous creatures to the area. It would hopefully slow the men down again.

“Ska, look out!”

Ska twisted to the side as a blade blurred through the space his head had occupied a few seconds ago. Ska raked his claws across the man's arm as he pulled back, eliciting a grunt of pain.

They had caught up with them, but how?

Ska could only see one of the men, a haze of some ability surrounding him. The two circled each other, while Fiona looked for the second man.

Ska sensed something off, there was no scent, not even from the blood the man should be soaking the ground with. He growled in annoyance.

“You are a false projection,” he spat.

The man didn’t answer, instead, going for a thrust with his sword. Ska could easily dodge the strike and rolled to the side of the figure. When it turned to face him, Ska threw a handful of sand at the man, causing it to flinch involuntarily.

That was all the opening Ska needed. Leap and Double Strike carried him past the man as it faded into dust. His sensitive hearing caught a scream of pain from the top of the cliff though. He spotted both men at the exit of the tunnel, looking towards him and Fiona.

He decided to take a page out of Paul’s playbook and gave the men the finger before bounding off across the valley floor to the next entrance.

There were no more false projections as Ska made it to the next tunnel. He figured there had to be some limitation on the skill or the man would have used it earlier. He figured it was a line of sight ability.

With his shortcut down the mountain, Ska would have a good half day on the men. The trail down the mountain was slippery and treacherous, even with his stats. Even if the men somehow found a way town quicker, Ska knew they couldn’t match his speed. If they could, they would have caught up already. Ska had only done so out of desperation.

He knew the men were strong but not their level. He could have gotten an identify skill as it didn’t take up one of his precious skill slots but he decided against it. He reasoned that if he knew his enemy was stronger, that might lead him to hesitate in battle. That was weakness, and he vowed to not let weakness rule him. If he died, then so be it, it meant his adversary was more skilled than he was.

The two made it to Mid Point after another two days. They only encountered minor creatures, this close to the city. Unfortunately, Ska knew they wouldn’t be able to leave the city. He was exhausted from four and a half days of running and fighting. He couldn’t go another week without rest. Resting inside the city would be safe but leaving the city would end badly once the men caught up, and he knew they would.

Ska and Fiona could only hope that Paul was able to recover from his injuries or gather friends to help and come for them. Until that time came, they would wait within the city.

***

“They made it to the city… what do we do about it?”

“Go in after them. They can’t evade us forever.”

The injured man nodded, his wounds mostly healed by now. Using his soul construct was dangerous but he had almost gotten the kill. If it wasn’t for that damn ghost. Still, they knew how to handle her.

The two men walked down the trail towards the town. The gate was open as people came and went. The immediate area around the town and the large cavern it sat in held many farming plots and animals. Patrols of the filthy mole people were everywhere, making sure no monster attacks occurred but they didn’t range past the cavern. They could set a trap ahead for the two but he was sick of chasing them around and waiting to strike. Instead, they would cause chaos within the city and flush them out.

            

    
        Chapter 114: Action

    
    
    
    
                The needle didn’t move for days and I got a sinking feeling that something was wrong. I flew the fortress back to the first valley and secured it. Then I ran toward the village. I didn’t enter right away, electing instead to wait until it got dark. Then I flew over the walls, setting myself down inside the city. I donned the cloak and hood, looking like the shadiest fuck you could imagine. I decided against the hood, remembering a book I had read once about penetration testing. Act as you belong.

I understood the social engineering aspect of it, but I had never been good at the physical portion. I strode down the street instead of acting like a criminal and skulking about. It seemed to work. Nobody gave me so much as a second glance. I think a lot of it had to do with me looking like a beggar.

My appearance was haggard from the worry and recovery. As I neared the plaza by the cave entrance I had to slide into the shadows of an alley. Not that I was any good at hiding.

Earthen barriers had been set up facing the tunnel entrance. Two dozen heavily armed soldiers kept their eyes on the dark tunnel. The space between, illuminated by magic.

I let out a soft curse, there was no way I was getting past those people.

“Mr. Fuller,” a sharp woman’s voice spoke from behind me.

I’m not afraid to admit that I jumped. How the woman had snuck up behind me, in a blind alley, I didn’t know.

“You left before we could finish our conversation,” Miss Farley said, as I turned around.

I noted that she wasn’t alone as I activated my All-Seeing Eye. There were six, dark-robed men hiding in the shadows behind her. A glance over my shoulder showed three more. I was well and truly surrounded. I kicked myself mentally for returning to the city unprepared. My worry over my friends clouded my judgment. If she had meant me harm, it was a good chance I would have died.

“Yeah… sorry about that,” I replied, trying to sound laidback.

She said nothing, but I saw a slight raise to her eyebrow.

“Let us find someplace more comfortable to chat… shall we?”

I didn’t think her invitation was optional. And while I was confident that I could take these men on, even with my disability, I didn’t want to risk bringing the town guard down on my head.

She brushed past me without waiting for my response. I grit my teeth in frustration and followed her, keeping my eyes on her shadows.

We arrived at a house I recognized, It was the same one I had escaped from. She motioned for me to sit in a comfortable-looking chair across from her. The furniture was all quality and wouldn’t be out of place in some upscale English-style residence.

I noted the others had left us alone as she closed the sliding door. The room was some sort of parlor, I think they called it. The fine wood accents and stained glass were really out of place for this town.

“So, Mr. Fuller.”

“Let me stop you there, just call me Paul. I never liked being called Mr.”

“Very well, Paul. I must say, your news came as quite a shock to the council of West Exit. Even more so your escape. Some wanted you brought in for collusion but calmer heads prevailed. That had more to do with the fact that your information proved truthful. Less than ten minutes after your escape a message arrived. As you can assume, it covered the events of what happened but not who caused it or why.”

I wasn’t surprised that they had message tokens. It made sense considering the Bazaar had a building near East Exit.

“So, why bother to question me more?”

“While the information you provided was helpful, my bosses are angry. They want revenge against the force that attacked. Paul, let me tell you, do not anger the Mohai, they may seem calm and peaceful but they are one slight away from tearing a person apart with their claws. The attack was a slight on them and eroded trust in the tunnel and the cities. We have already gotten word that the forces of East Exit and Mid Point are mobilizing.”

“Is that why you are guarding the tunnel?”

She shook her head. “No, they are to prevent the dewgon from breaking out. While my spies have indicated at least two of these Black Dragons have entered after your friends, the leader and the rest of his men have fled.”

This information got me to sit up. “Do you know where my friend are now?”

“They arrived at Mid Point a few days ago along with the two Black Dragon pursuers. You need not worry, those men will be dealt with before they can cause any more trouble.”

I heaved a sigh of relief. “Then why are you telling me all this?”

She sat back in her chair and crossed her legs. “You may not have been aware but we track everyone that enters our town above a certain level.”

“To make sure they don’t cause trouble,” I replied.

“That is one of the reasons. The other is to try and recruit strong individuals or forge alliances. One cannot stand on their own in this new world, Paul, one needs friends.”

I had a feeling I knew where this was going, “you want me to help with the dewgon issue?”

“Yes,” she replied without preamble.

“I hate to break it to you, but I lost my main hand fighting the Black Dragon and it's not growing back.”

“We are aware of your condition. But I see you have already come up with a workable alternative,” she said, looking at my metal claw. “You are a man of decisive action and unknown abilities. I think it’s safe to say you are still a formidable warrior, otherwise, you wouldn’t be level nineteen.”

“I’m sorry, I can-,”

“Before you finish that sentence, Paul. If you help us with our little problem, we will guarantee the safe passage of your friends from Mid Point.”

I clenched my hands tight, causing my metal hand to clack loudly. “And if I don’t?”

“The tunnels are dangerous Mr. Fuller… anything could happen to a beastkin and a ghost within the dark.”

“Is that a threat?” I growled.

“No, Mr. Fuller, just a fact of life. Now, I’m going to need your answer,” she replied coldly.

This woman knew more than she was letting on, I had no doubt she knew about the fortress. It wasn’t like it was inconspicuous, sitting uncloaked. She didn’t appear to be afraid of my skills or level, but resorting to veiled threats to compel my assistance said otherwise. Did I really have a choice though? If she knew about Fiona and Ska, that meant she or her people were confident that they could deal with them.

“Fine, I’ll help but I need a decent crafter to upgrade this hand,” I said, waving my crudely crafted hand, “this thing is barely serviceable.”

She nodded, “very well, one of my men will take you to our best crafter. You will need to cover the cost of materials though. And you need to be ready before noon tomorrow.”

“As long as your crafter is competent, it shouldn’t take more than an hour.”

I followed another man out. I wasn’t happy about the situation but if I got something out of this deal and the safe return of Ska and Fiona it was worth it. I could only take their word that the two were safe in Mid Point. I knew they were at least alive, according to my tracker.

 As for my hand, I really only needed one thing, a way to rotate the fingers. As it was now, they were stationary, which reduced my combat effectiveness quite a bit. Adding rotation would restore me to seventy-five percent. I would never be back to a hundred percent unless I found a way to restore my original hand.

I stopped as the man pounded on the door to the building. It didn’t look like a blacksmith, there was no furnace as with the ones I had seen in the Bazaar.

I heard a man yelling from inside, “I’m coming. This better be damn good, waking me up in the middle of the night.”

I heard a thunk as the lock was released and the door scooched open.

“Miss. Farley requests your services for a few hours, please assist this man with his request. She will cover your time but he must cover any material costs.”

The grumpy man from beyond the door yelled, “and this couldn’t have waited for morning?”

“Afraid not.”

“Fine! Get in here so I can get this done and go back to bed. Tell your boss, this little stunt will cost her triple my normal price.”

The man simply nodded as we followed him inside.

I finally got a good look at the man. He was skinny to the point of ribs poking out through his skin. I used Identify on him.

Borlas | Metal Mancer | Level 15

‘That might explain the lack of blacksmithing tools,’ I thought.

The man walked around behind a workbench.

“So what is so damn important that you need to wake me up?” he groused, looking directly at me.

I showed him my prosthetic. “I need to have the claws rotate.”

“Show me the current functions.”

I manipulated the fingers but didn’t activate the cannon. I would save that.

“Hmm, fascinating. I don’t feel any enchantments but I can tell there is magic powering the device.”

He grabbed my arm and yanked it forward with surprising strength. He examined the fingers closely. His eyes roving over the runes and the mana heart. He didn’t say anything but I saw him quirk an eyebrow. I hadn’t been able to hide certain runes as it impacted the design. Mostly the containment runes.

I felt a pulse of magic and the next thing I knew all of the fingers had come off and were floating in the air.

I tried to jerk back in surprise but some sort of field held my arm as the man mumbled to himself. He turned around and dug through a bin of material. I saw him produce two disks of steelium along with some mithril. He tossed them into the air and they hung there, reforming.

He turned back towards me, “do you have your weapon with you?”

I produced my staff and he looked it over from a distance. I saw the inside of my fingers reforming to curve slightly, allowing for a better grip on the staff. Next, the disk of metal slammed down, fusing with the base. I winced in pain from the impact. The man smiled, a little bit of revenge for waking him up I assumed. I could see the three metals had merged into one disk with the mithril sandwiched in the center. Next, my old base along with the mana heart connected, much softer this time. This was followed quickly after by the fingers.

“Are we nearly done?” the man who brought me here asked. “It is almost morning.”

I had to blink. Somehow I had lost track of time.

“Nearly there,” Borlas grunted. The last finger attached itself and I felt the magic release its hold on my arm.

Borlas slumped back exhausted. “There is a lot of magic in those little pieces, it took time for my skills to work around it all without disrupting whatever it is the magic does. I would be interested to learn about that,” he stated.

I grunted noncommittally, “perhaps if I live through the week, I may tell you about it.”

He smiled, “fair enough, well, test it out.”

I looked at the hand, it didn’t look much different, other than the additional metal that was now fused to the base and the half-moons in the fingers, allowing me to grip the staff. But I thought about twisting the hand. It rotated effortlessly and I had to gape in astonishment. There was no need for mechanical connections when you had magic. The hand could rotate around three hundred and sixty degrees and it wasn’t slow.

I sped it up until the fingers were a deadly blur of metal. The other two men took a step back, just in case. The fingers stopped as fast as they started. I took out my staff, grabbing it with the metal hand. Giving it a spin. I learned quickly that if I didn’t have the staff held at exactly the right spot it would wobble my whole arm.

I had to give up on the idea of turning my staff into a deadly blender. I could spin it faster than my old hand though, so there was no issue there. I nodded in thanks and paid the man a ridiculous amount of coin for his work. For the six thousand credits I could have hired a master smith to craft me an enchanted hand that had full functionality.

The man winked and whispered in my ear, “the additional charge is to keep that fabulous weapon a secret.”

I needed to collect my friends and get out of this damn town before they got any other funny ideas.

            

    
        Chapter 115: Endless enemies

    
    
    
    
                I had to run to keep up with my chaperone. I could already hear the sounds of fighting coming from the tunnel entrance in the distance.

We came into view of the tunnel and just a mass of monsters billowing out. It wasn’t even the dewgon, it was everything else trying to flee from the creatures. Thankfully most seemed to be stunned by the bright light of the sun and were picked off by magic and ranged attacks before they could clear the blockade.

If it was this bad here, I couldn’t imagine how bad it was at the fortresses.

I had to give the defenders credit, they were holding their own against the masses of creatures.

I cursed the fact that I hadn’t been more diligent in figuring out my body tattoos. One use of my Aura of Rage and I could wipe these creatures out in minutes. If I used the skill now in my still weakened condition, I don’t think my body could take it.

That didn’t mean I was defenseless though.

I cast my buffs, giving the defenders within range a little boost, then I got to work.

My wings and Blink Step took me to the center of the square, where I hovered out of reach of the creatures below.

Fire and lightning danced across my staff as I Imbued it. Then I utilized my new hand to rotate the staff, casting Eye of the Storm.

Cracks of lightning speared down, frying dozens as a pillar of fire rose into the sky, sucking all the moisture out of the air. The air current was quite a bit more powerful than before. I had to assume it had something to do with the speed I could spin the staff. Creatures from outside the circle were drawn into it and tossed into the maelstrom of fire.

I kept the spell going for eighteen seconds. Even after I had to land when my wings ended. When the spell ended there was a moment of silence as everyone stared at me. The spell was flashy but it didn’t really do much damage. But for groups of enemies like this, it worked quite well. I counted over a hundred kill notifications. This wasn’t even close to leveling me up though and the silence soon ended as more creatures boiled up from the cave.

I chugged one of my backup mana potions, then stomped on the ground, toward the cave entrance. Disruption cracked and broke the ground, causing lightning and fire to shoot up between the cracks as spears of rock impaled a dozen more creatures.

Even with this, I was being forced back by the creatures. I was forced to activate the enchantment on my staff as a few creatures tried attacking me from the side.

My clumsy movement almost made me miss the first one, thankfully, my staff clipped it, causing it to collapse in agony.

The battle went on for another ten minutes and I was forced to retreat a few times to recover mana. With the break in the battle, the defenders were able to increase their attacks on the monsters attacking the barriers. This freed them up and they were able to assist me in fighting off the remainder of the enemy wave.

I sat on a crate, getting my breath back. The fight wasn’t over and we could already hear more creatures coming up the tunnel. At one point I spotted Miss Farley. She was in the thick of it, bashing creatures' heads in with a maul. Each blow would send golden sparks flying out, which would set other enemies ablaze.

I was hardly the only person wielding magic in this fight. I spotted three wizards that somehow formed a massive ball of acid that they rolled into oncoming enemies, completely dissolving them. I shuddered at the thought.

There was another that was shooting lightning bolts from his hands and screaming “Ultimate Power”. At this point, I kind of wondered if magic and insanity were interlinked a bit.

There were far more people attacking the creatures than there were at the beginning of the fight. Everyone wanted the free, almost safe experience, and who could blame them.

The only problem was this unruly mass of people was starting to get in the way of the actual defenders. I heard a scream off to the side as one man was snapped in half by what appeared to be a massive beetle. That caused a panic and the defensive force was shoved aside as frightened people fled. This only caused more monsters to get past the barricades.

Ten more people were killed before the defenders were able to restore order and contain the breach. I could only shake my head in disgust and hope these people learned from their mistakes. Getting stronger was a noble goal but doing so at the expense of common sense wouldn’t get them far. Then again, didn’t I do the same thing? At least when I did it, only I was in danger if something went wrong.

The fighting ended four hours later. The dewgon had finally shown up around the three-hour mark. They had no goal other than to pour from the tunnel and look for a new home. This made them easy enough to fight but they were still dangerous. My armor had over a dozen new scratches on it from a few scrapes I wasn’t able to get out of quick enough. My healing kept me on my feet though and I made it out alive. It was more than I can say for some of the defenders.

I was leaning against a wall and resting when Miss Farley found me.

“Thank you for your assistance with this matter. It would not have been a certain outcome had you not agreed to help.”

“You say that as if I had a choice.”

“We always have a choice, Mr. Fuller. Some are not quite as black and white as we would like though.”

I watched her as she walked away. If it wasn’t for the fact that she used my friends to coerce me into this fight, she might have been attractive, not that I had any interest. She had a goth librarian vibe going on. All she needed was horn-rimmed glasses to finish off the look.

I let thoughts of the woman drop from my mind as I glanced at my experience bar. Even with all the fighting, my level hadn’t gone up. The monsters were just too low of a level to get me over that hump. I was around seventy percent of the way there.

I scanned my surroundings with my tattoo and noticed nobody was actively watching me. There were a few spies hidden about though.

Using this opportunity, I slipped into the crowd of people doing cleanup. My goal was to reach the fort called Edge of Darkness. I didn’t feel like relying on the ‘generosity’ of Miss Farley to see my friends home safe.

Hopefully, they could make their way there. Once we were reunited we could clear the remaining creatures blocking the dungeon. We all needed to be stronger

***

“You’re sure they followed us into the city,” Ska growled.

“Yes, there is no mistaking their faces. They know we can’t outrun them anymore, so they came to finish the job while we are trapped inside the walls.”

“Can we take them?”

“I’m not sure,” Fiona replied uncertainly.

Ska quietly growled. “What do we do then?”

“Try to remain as public as possible. If they do attack us we can get the guards on our side.”

“My instincts are screaming for me to rip them apart here and now, but I will restrain myself. What of Paul, you said he felt closer.”

“It’s hard to tell, I can sense a general direction and it feels like he is heading straight toward us.”

“That is good, then we only need to hold out until he arrives.”

“I don’t think those two men will wait that long,” Fiona sighed.

***

A milky white silhouette watched two figures talking from a roof. It couldn’t hear what the two were saying but that wasn’t the construct’s purpose.

“I located our quarry.”

“Good, let’s go shake things up, then go deal with them.”

The other man nodded as the two walked farther into town. They ducked down an alley and two cloaked men followed them. There was a brief scuffle before all went quiet again.

“You think those were the only two tails?”

“Unlikely, but it's safe to say the local powers know of our presence. Go to plan B.”

The bandaged man nodded, pulling a brick of C4 from his ring and shoving it into a crack in the building's wall. The two split up placing more explosives around the city, there was no longer any time for subtlety.

The bandaged man was placing his fifth charge when the alley was blocked off from both ends. He glanced at the four people, just as they rushed his position. There was no escaping his fate.

He pulled out the detonator from his ring and yelled, “For the glory of the Black Dragon!” then he clicked the detonator.

His fellow Black Dragon member heard and saw the explosions, cursing softly. He had placed six of his own explosives, which he now detonated as well.

There were screams, people running, and some flames. But most of the buildings were made from rock. Still, they made good shrapnel.

He pulled out his massive war hammer and swung it at anyone that got within range as he ran to get to his quarry. The tracking spell his accomplice cast would last for only so long.

***

Ska was sent sprawling to the ground by a nearby explosion. Some debris peppered him but his armor absorbed the brunt of the attack.

He got up just in time to see a man barreling toward him with a massive hammer. He managed to roll and jump out of range as the weapon smashed down, cratering the hard stone street and an area around it.

Fiona tried to stab the man in the back but he had been ready for her attack. He twisted to the side and struck at her with the butt of his weapon. She was forced to phase out to avoid the blow and the man took the opportunity to leap at Ska. Ska, not one to back down, accepted the challenge and sprang towards the man.

The man smiled evilly and Ska flew through the false image, right into the swing of the massive hammer. He was sent flying into a building as his defensive item activated. Ska was in great pain as he extricated himself from the wall. He needed to get back into the fight as Fiona was barely holding off the man.

He pulled a potion of true sight from his ring and chugged it. Martin and Paul had urged him to purchase something like it since he had refused to get the eye tattoo.

The man bellowed and a red aura appeared around him. Ska could tell he had gotten faster and stronger as Fiona was now forced to stay almost completely incorporeal. The man blurred and Ska leaped to the side, avoiding another blow of the powerful weapon.

Before the man could recover, Ska used Redirect Motion to Activate Violent Slash and Double Strike as he blurred behind the man.

He managed to land the hits, but it cost him as the man punched him away with an armored fist. All the health he had just healed had been knocked away by that one blow and the man was already coming at him again.

Ska backpedaled, avoiding the man's swings until he ran up against a building. Fiona pulled the man’s attention trying another sneak attack but her strike was blocked and the man was fast enough to retaliate before she could phase out again.

Ska didn’t waste this opportunity, he leaped off the wall, going between the man’s legs and raking both with Debilitating Strike. The man ignored his injury and Ska felt the hammer smash against his spine, crushing him to the ground just before the man fell over.

Ska was dazed and couldn’t move.

“Fucking outworlder, have a gift from Uncle Sam!”

Ska was able to turn his head in time to see the man pull something out of a storage ring that looked like clay. He pulled out another item as Fiona stabbed him through the head. The body jerked as he dropped the items, before falling over dead.

“Are you okay?”

“I will live,” Ska groaned. “I just need time to heal.”

Ska knew it would take a day at least to heal his broken spine. Thankfully the armor took most of the blow or his organs would have been destroyed by that last hit.

A dozen people came running up to them. Fiona could see through their low-level stealth and Ska still had the effect of his potion.

“Here, drink this,” one man said.

Ska hissed at him, making the man flinch back.

“We are here to keep you safe. Your friend Paul made a deal with our boss.”

Ska looked toward Fiona, who still held her sword at the ready, and watched the men. She just nodded.

Ska grabbed the healing potion, his arms still working, and downed it. He could feel the healing magic work its way to his injured spine. It would fuse the break but he would still need a few hours to recover completely.

“As soon as you can walk, please follow us.”

Seeing as they were outnumbered and they were both injured, he did as directed, keeping an eye on these cloaked men and women. They led the two of them to a walled-off house.

“Please make use of this domicile until you heal. Then we will escort you to your friend.”

            

    
        Chapter 116: Converging in the dark

    
    
    
    
                I huffed out a tired breath, angrily kicking the dead monster in front of me. The armored carapace blunting my foot as much as it had my damn staff attacks. I had been forced to use the cannon to kill the creature, which pissed me off.

The stupid monster was only level eight but my limited mobility had hampered my usual fighting style and prevented me from cracking it open through sheer might. Even my elemental powers had been useless. The creature’s tough stone armor radiated heat making lava attacks useless, my main go-to for dealing with heavily armored foes. But the pure magic of my cannon speared through the creature like a hot knife through butter as well as the stone behind the creature.

The resulting damage had left a haze of smoke and rock in the air and left my ears ringing. I made a mental note to add some sort of power selector to the cannon, this was overkill for most things. For now, I only charged the gem up twenty percent. I looted the creature and got back to jogging down the tunnel. I still had three days to go until I reached the fortress.

***

“You lost him?” Miss Farley said in annoyance.

“Apologies Mam, he slipped away while we were distracted by the aftermath of the battle.”

“Any reports from the guards at the wall or the ones watching his flying device?”

“No, mam. He did not leave the city as far as we are aware. And the people at the landing site have not been able to gain entrance to the vehicle.”

Annabelle Farley tapped her hand on the table. It was risky to try and gain entry to the obviously magical construct but it couldn’t be helped. The council demanded to know what it was and what it was capable of. The fact that she didn’t know disturbed her and was part of the reason she didn’t push against attempts to gain entry, not that she had much say in the matter. If it came down to it, the Mohai would use their earth magic to get inside.

As for the man himself she had no doubt where he had gone. The fact that he so easily slipped away was annoying and gave her another black mark in the eyes of the council. If she kept screwing up to this degree she might as well flee the town. The council didn’t suffer fools long.

“It’s obvious Mr. Fuller has gone into the tunnel to retrieve his friends. It appears he doesn’t put much faith in our abilities or our promise to keep them safe. Send word to Mid Point and see if they can speed up their reunion. We don’t need someone of Mr. Fuller’s capabilities or influence on our bad side.”

“And if our other agents encounter him?”

“Observe at a distance, do not engage or follow out of the safe zones.”

“I will see to it right away,” the man responded, giving a respectful bow before he turned and left the room.

Annabelle deflated after the man left the room. Wrangling all these type-A personalities was worse than her previous job as an executive assistant. At least back then the men were only power-hungry and demanding. Now the men were power-hungry, powerful, and demanding. If she stepped wrong around these juggernauts they would squash her beneath their ambitions and not even realize nor care.

She opened a drawer in her desk and pulled out a small locked box. She popped it open and a tinkling of music started to play as the tiny ballerina started to twirl. She pulled the dancing figure out and slid the peg of the leg into an imperceptible hole in the side of the box. A small tray popped open revealing a small token.

Early on in the city's establishment, she had gotten Borlas to make her this teleportation token and a portable array. It had cost her her dignity but that wasn’t the first time she had paid using her body. She had hidden the target array in the basement of an abandoned house, somewhere to the West. Until now she had felt it safer in this box than on her person, in case the Council wanted to search her storage items. Which they had done on a few occasions. But now with everything falling apart, she wanted her escape route readily available. She had a feeling this whole plan to force Mr. Fuller to work for them would blow up spectacularly. And she didn’t want to be around to take the blame.

***

I finally arrived at the fortress. I was tired, dirty, and in a real shitty mood. I was allowed entry but there were more than a few looks of surprise at my solo entrance. I only noticed this because I was keeping my eyes open for those not surprised to see me. I spotted a few of those, noting their faces.

Wandering over to a quiet spot near the wall, I checked on the tracking stone. The arrow for Ska was fluctuating. I took that to mean he was getting closer. I sighed quietly. I was prepared to push on to Mid Point but I needed rest. I could still meet them in the tunnels after I rested.

I was startled awake by the sounds of the gate being opened. Even the occasional sounds of battle against the dewgon hadn’t woken me. I knew they only even opened the gate for travelers coming or going.

I stood up, shaking off the stiffness of sleep as a group of twelve people entered the fort. I spotted Ska immediately and felt my spirits lighten.

“Someone missed us,” a breathy voice whispered in my ear, followed by a breath of cold air and a chuckle.

I just rolled my eyes and whispered back. “Bout time, I was getting bored of waiting. Let’s find a quiet spot to have a chat.”

Ska bounded over, escaping the ring of people protecting him. The people looked over at me but didn’t approach. I watched them though, as they dispersed near the far side of the fort.

We walked until I was sure nobody was in earshot. Not that spells couldn’t pick up what we said, but I couldn’t make it any better… or could I?

I held up my hand, forestalling any conversation as I pulled out a sheet of paper and my magical pen and ink. I scribbled out a simple runic obfuscation spell and fed it mana. The sounds around us faded as everything took on a slightly blurry appearance.

“Ok, this should keep us from being overheard for a minute or so. First, I’m glad you two are ok. We can catch up later but right now we need to leave the fortress quietly and make our way down to that dungeon below.”

“Is that wise?” Fiona asked.

“Maybe not, but we need to get stronger, faster. There is no telling when the Black Dragon will strike at us again. And now that I can’t grow my hand back, I might be more of a liability in any further encounters.”

Fiona gasped at that revelation and Ska growled.

“Yes, we need more strength,” Ska stated.

Fiona let out an exasperated sigh but nodded as well.

“Good, split up and meet me at the Northern edge of this cavern. I will carve a way down.”

The three of us broke up as the sounds started coming back. There were some glares sent our way but nobody had been close enough to disrupt our conversation before we finished. I glared back at a few who had come towards us, causing them to back off.

It took me a little over an hour to sneak out of the fortress unnoticed. Stealth was not my strong suit and it had taken an attack of dewgon to free me from my observers.

Avoiding the critters had been easy as I simply flew high above them. When I landed at the far end of the deep scar in the Earth, Fiona and Ska were already there. I hadn’t even known Ska had managed to slip out yet.

“You’re slow,” Ska hissed in delight.

“Yeah, yeah,” I grumbled. “Just keep an eye out while I use my magic to carve stairs down.

It took two hours to mold the stone into a passable staircase to the bottom, or close enough to it that we wouldn’t die by falling.

Going all the way down would have been an issue as the entire floor was crawling with dewgon.

“There are far less than when I was last here,” Fiona said.

I nodded, “West Exit had a monster tide, caused by these bastards. I estimated at least half of the creatures, if not more, attacked the tunnel exit there.”

“You think we can take this many?”

“Normally, no but I learned a few things during the hours of fighting. And we only need to get to the dungeon. Come on, we don’t have much time before those idiots in the fortress realize we’re gone.”

I jumped down, my staff Imbued with ice and water. I killed the closest bugs with my staff then whipped out Stunning Gusts of freezing water. The insects that weren’t hit, skittered away from the zones of cold. It was much easier to control the insects down here than the ones that had mindlessly attacked the town. I figured it had something to do with that nesting drive, seeing as these weren’t all that aggressive… yet.

Ska dropped down beside me, flexing his claws.

“Stick close or they will overwhelm you quickly.”

He nodded, kicking away one of the more curious bugs. My ability to keep them away wasn’t perfect and a few still made their way through the warmer areas. I wasn’t too worried about a swarm. They seemed to be slowing down going by the time I had spent in the fortress. I figured we had another forty minutes to clear a path to the dungeon before the next swarm started. Being caught down here during that would not be good.

Knowing that, I left larger gaps between the cold spots. I alternated between Shockwave and Stunning Gust. Shockwave wasn’t as effective, it scattered the cold as it impacted, leaving a larger area of cold but it didn’t last very long.

We slowly crept toward the location that Fiona pointed out. The Northern end of the cavern above had been the closest we could get to the dungeon from above. It was tucked away below an outcropping of rock that ran for hundreds of meters. We got about two-thirds of the way to the dungeon when I realized we weren’t going to make it in time. There was no going back either, we would have to lay a fresh trail to block the monsters.

Ska hissed in agitation and I turned to look. The insects had all stopped moving, all except their antennae. Those were flicking back and forth in agitation.

“Shit, run for the dungeon!”

Ska didn’t have to be told twice as he sprinted across and through the bugs. They made no move to stop him as he smashed them aside. I ran behind watching the antennae flick faster and faster. Then those stopped as well. There was no pause or hesitation as the bugs swarmed toward the three of us.

“Ska, keep going,” I yelled, smashing bugs away as I took to the air. I had to kick a few clingers off me as I flapped frantically toward Ska. He hadn’t been able to make it to the entrance and was furiously fighting off the bugs.

I landed behind him. “Stay close, I'm going to use Eye of the Storm.”

He nodded, ducking his head as my mechanical hand made the staff blur above my head.

At first, the storm was a whiteout blizzard but that soon changed into deadly projectile ice that killed anything that got close. I exhaled and my breath came out as white vapor, telling me the temperature had dropped below freezing in the surrounding area. I canceled the spell and slammed the end of my staff down toward the dungeon, activating Disruption. A wave of rock and freezing ice shot up, scattering the bugs in our path.

“Go, now!”

Ska ran and Fiona and I were right behind him. We passed through a dark opening and I got a message.

You have entered The Swarm Tunnels: Level 13 dungeon. Recommended team size 4 people of level 16 or higher

I breathed out in relief. While we weren’t safe it was far better to be in here than outside surround by the dewgon. Or that’s what I hoped.

I could already hear the click of legs and the buzz as the first wave approached us.

Five human-sized dewgon with scythe-like appendages stomped up the tunnel with another fifteen of the smaller dewgon. That’s when I recalled the man at the fort saying they had only been fighting drones this whole time.

I hit Ska with a Healing Touch and got to work. We weren’t leaving this dungeon without a full set of attributes. And this time I had prepared.

            

    
        Chapter 117: The Spoils

    
    
    
    
                Ska and I finished off the last Broodmother, seconds after Fiona dealt with hers. Our dungeon dive lasted four full days. I was thankful for the portable shield and my arm cannon. Both had come in handy in the tight tunnels. The shield to block the bugs so we could rest and recuperate and my arm cannon because it could clear an entire tunnel with one blast.

When we finally reached the spawning chamber we found not one but ten of the gargantuan egg layers. They weren’t much of a threat but the elite guard dewgon were a pain to deal with. They refused to be drawn into the tighter tunnels and had the same scythe-like appendages of the normal soldiers. But they also had sonic attacks.

Fiona was our best asset in dealing with those creatures. Once she got them down to a manageable level we went in and finished off the rest. They were still only level fifteen, not much of a threat to any of us, just annoying.

I plopped down to rest, we had time until the dungeon disappeared and I was tired. I also wanted to go over the messages that had come through. No level up but I was getting very close.

Congratulations you are the first group to clear this dungeon. For this epic feat, you have been awarded 1 free skill slot

For being the first group to clear this dungeon your team has been awarded 5000 credits

Your team has earned the title Bane of Arthropods 15% additional damage when fighting hard-shelled insects

Additional rewards are being calculated based on waves you survived before clearing the dungeon

Calculating...

Your team survived 502 waves

For surviving more than 50 waves in this horde dungeon your team receives 1 stat point, Allocated to the lowest level individual

For surviving more than 100 waves in this horde dungeon your team receives 1 stat point, Allocated to the next person in the party

For surviving more than 150 waves in this horde dungeon your team receives 1 stat point, Allocated to the next person in the party

For surviving more than 200 waves in this horde dungeon your team receives 1 stat point, Allocated to the next person in the party

For surviving more than 250 waves in this horde dungeon your team receives 1 stat point, Allocated to the next person in the party

For surviving more than 300 waves in this horde dungeon your team receives 1 stat point, Allocated to the next person in the party

For surviving more than 350 waves in this horde dungeon your team receives 1 stat point, Allocated to the next person in the party

For surviving more than 400 waves in this horde dungeon your team receives 1 stat point, Allocated to the next person in the party

For surviving more than 450 waves in this horde dungeon your team receives 1 stat point, Allocated to the next person in the party

For surviving more than 500 waves in this horde dungeon your team receives 1 stat point, Allocated to the next person in the party

Congratulations you are the first group on your planet to survive a full 500 waves in a horde dungeon. For this epic feat, you have been awarded the title For the Horde

For the Horde: For every enemy arrayed against you over five, you receive one percent damage reduction to a maximum of fifty percent. And an intuitive sense for horde dungeons if they are within one mile of your location.

The full ten points, five each. But I was almost happier about getting the second title. For the Horde was amazing. Not only did it make us harder to kill when we fought larger groups; all three of us could now detect other horde dungeons. It was a shame Fiona wasn’t eligible for the stat points but at least she still got the titles.

I assigned my five points and looked at my new stats.

Paul Fuller | Mantra Enchanter | Level 19

Strength: 15(+2) modifier x20

Endurance: 20 modifier x38

Agility: 16(+2) modifier x20

Perception: 17 modifier x20

Intelligence: 22 modifier x38

Wisdom: 15 modifier x20

Charisma: 11 modifier x20

Luck: 14 modifier x20

HP: 760(836)

Mana: 836

Mana Regen(M): 300

I had tried to put more points in endurance, figuring that surviving five hundred rounds in a swarm dungeon would count as a feat of endurance but apparently it didn’t start counting feats until you were already at the threshold of twenty. I was a bit annoyed but not surprised. It just confirmed what I had learned with the Intelligence stat.

“Ska is happy,” Fiona said, as she floated up to me.

“Yeah, not often that he gets free skill slots and more attribute points. Seeing as I have your attention, can I run something by you?”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Oh, gee I don’t know. You have been rather preoccupied the last few months. Not that I blame you. I know how hard being imprisoned against your will can be. Then Martin left and, well…”

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to be distant,” she replied apologetically.

“As I said, I understand.”

“What did you want to run by me anyway?”

“My next class,” I added.

“Oh, are you closing in on level twenty?”

“Yes, I figure if we clear a few hundred of the dewgon from the chasm I should level up.”

“Honestly, I’m not sure how much help I am going to be. I don’t know anyone personally that has hit level twenty. In my old world, it was rare, and mainly only royalty attained that goal. The opportunities to level as fast as you have… were non-existent. But feel free to bounce ideas off of me and I’ll do my best.”

I nodded.

“Originally I wanted to choose a class that gave me the ability to create portals, and use that to get back at the people that wronged me.”

“But now that seems redundant with the flying fortress?” Fiona asked.

“Exactly, it would still be a powerful ability but it seems useless in my fight against Randy Cotton and the Black Dragon, especially now that my hand is gone.”

“I don’t know much about teleportation-based classes, but what I do know makes them seem like more of a support or utility style class. Like a pure healer. There may be battle-oriented ones, but I would expect those to be advanced classes that you would probably not meet the prerequisites for.”

“Fair enough. I could always choose a mage or pure attack class but I don’t feel like those would be flexible enough to meet my changing needs going forward,” I replied with a shrug.

“You may be correct plus you would have to either learn a new fighting style and weapon or choose one that utilizes the staff or mace as you have with your first class. Some strong classes utilize that weapon but I can’t say how well the skills would meld with your own. It would be a waste to have two skills like your Blink Step for instance. Monk might be a good fit but they use body enhancement ki abilities, which again seem redundant with your buffs.”

“I wonder if those abilities would stack with my own. Double strength enhancement would be nice.”

“I doubt they would. Most enhancements like that wash out the weaker one, leaving only the stronger version in place,” she stated.

I mulled this over as we watched Ska jump around the room acclimating himself to his new stats. He hadn’t hit level nineteen yet and I would probably hit level twenty before he leveled up.

“I had one other idea,” I said hesitantly.

“Oh?” she inquired.

“I was thinking about taking a class that lets me steal other people's abilities.”

“I see. I haven’t met anyone with a skillset or class like that. But with the System, there is always the possibility that more than one class like that exists. Classes are always balanced in some way. Take yours for example. Your spells, while powerful require you to speak or at least mouth the incantation for them to work.”

“Yeah, I learned about just how vulnerable that made me when Randy busted my jaw so I couldn’t cast.”

“The best advice I can give you is to read over the class information carefully. It will usually tell you of any downsides in advance.”

“Wait, what? The system was vague at best when I chose my first class.”

“Didn’t you say the Black Dragon tampered with the system before it went live?”

“Well, someone sure did. But won’t that affect it going forward?” I asked.

“Unlikely, while they may have tampered with the nodes near where you started, it would be impossible for them to do that to all of the nodes on a planet, let alone the multiverse. The system is resilient and redundant. There have been stories of older civilizations trying to destroy the system to return to a pre-System state but none have ever been able to accomplish that goal. Though, I can’t imagine why anyone would want to go back. Most people enjoy longer, healthier lives with the System in place,” she stated.

“Then why did they even bother trying in the first place?”

Fiona shrugged, “hard to say. Perhaps it was a mistake or two groups were fighting over a node and damaged it. I would imagine the activation phase was the only time when the system was vulnerable at all. Perhaps one group tried to stop it without knowing all the details.”

That made a horrible amount of sense. I had a good guess on who was fighting whom as well.

I rubbed my temple, “I think the Black Dragon and the Sons of Autumn were responsible for this whole mess.”

“Those religious zealots you mentioned?”

I nodded.

It would explain the blood feud the two groups seemed to have against one another so soon after the System came into being. Not that the Sons of Autumn needed a reason to be insane. While this revelation was enlightening, there was nothing I could do about it not that I wanted to. Fiona was correct, why go back to the way things were. Sure this world was dangerous but it also allowed anyone the opportunity to rise to the top, irrespective of wealth or previous standing.

I knew the Sons of Autumn were still around but they had been weakened severely in their battle to claim Chicago and kill off anyone in sight. I may have to make sure they stayed that way after I dealt with the Black Dragon. I didn’t want another Arman situation.

It sometimes felt that I never escaped the politics in Chicago. The Black Dragon, the Sons of Autumn, and the Stygian Order were all issues that needed to be dealt with sooner rather than later. Then there were the unknowns like Lord Vik’t and the Mohai. So far they seemed content with their little slice of Earth but I wasn’t happy with the Mohai or how they handled me. How they dealt with my friends and me when we reached the tunnel exit would determine what happened after.

***

After resting up for a few hours the three of us made a beeline toward the dungeon entrance. Other than the stat points and the clear bonus there wasn’t much to speak of in this dungeon. The mana hearts were small, being split amongst the ten egg layers. And we didn’t bother looting the thousands of bugs. The chitinous plates were of subpar material and I didn’t feel like stuffing my rings full of them.

We burst out of the dungeon and got right to work, slaughtering our way through the bugs. A great majority of them had cleared out in the four days that we had been down here but there was still well over a hundred thousand of the critters. They also seemed quite listless, skittering away instead of attacking.

That was fine with us, we were fast enough to catch the bugs and take them down. It usually only took one or two attacks. I kept an eye on my experience bar. I didn’t want to level down here, I wanted a large enough buffer to level out of sight of the Mohai and their underlings.

“Alright, I’m nearly leveled, lets go.”

The three of us broke off our attack and made for the stairs. The bugs scattered at our approach, it seemed like the swarm season had finally ended.

            

    
        Chapter 118: Mohai Council

    
    
    
    
                We climbed out of the ravine and quickly made our way to the tunnel toward West Exit.

“We have eyes on us,” Fiona said as she appeared next to me.

Seeing as they already knew about Fiona there was no reason to hide her existence here.

“You think they will check the ravine to see what we were up to?”

“Yes,” she answered unhesitantly.

“Shit, we probably should have waited for the dungeon to fully collapse before we left. Too late to change that now.”

Fiona nodded as the two of us ran to keep up with Ska. It was an impossible prospect as Ska put his points in agility. Ska had been able to go above the limit on agility due to a previous encounter. I hadn’t even realized his agility was at twenty prior to today. I wasn’t sure if I would win against him in our next duel. Not that a loss would be bad, it just meant my friend was getting stronger.

We disappeared into the dark tunnel as Fiona kept us apprised of the tails we had picked up.

***

Iron Claw stomped across the dry rocky ground as he made his way to the valley. A job that should have belonged to that stupid human woman Miss Farley. They were useful if properly motivated but their naming sense left a lot to be desired. Why couldn’t they be named as the Mohai, by their first major accomplishment? But she had vanished when word of what that damn Paul Fuller and his cohorts had done in the depths came to light.

How that group had learned about a horde dungeon was unknown. Likely their ethereal friend. That wasn’t the issue. The issue was the fact they cleared the dungeon without informing the Mohai of its existence.

The council had immediately come together upon hearing this news. They declared the man and his team outlaws and were in the process of securing them and the magical artifact sitting outside town.

“Well!” Iron Claw yelled as he neared the object.

A man wrapped in black quickly ran over to him.

“Councilor, we weren’t made aware you would be arriving personally.”

“Of course not,” Iron Claw spat, “as if I would tell a lesser where I was going. Have you gained entry?”

“Not as of yet, esteemed councilor. The artifact is heavily defended and we were afraid to damage the device.”

“Useless, get out of my way and I will show you how it’s done.”

The man bowed his head as Iron Claw strode up the ramp, his long claws glowing with magic. No metal or earth had stood in his way since he was but a boy, and today would be no different.

With a downward slash, his three claws ripped through the metal of the door, tearing a long gash through the thick entryway.

“See,” he roared, “easy as can-“

There was a bright flash and the crack of thunder as everything went blank. Iron Claw woke up a minute later, sprawled on the ground dozens of feet from the object. People were yelling but his ears were ringing and he couldn’t hear. Someone shoved a healing potion into his mouth and he choked it back as he pushed people away and sat up.

His hearing started to return as the magic went to work.

“Sir, are you ok?”

“I’m fine, what happened?”

“A defensive spell was triggered.”

Iron Claw glanced at his health, seeing he was still down three hundred points. It must have been one hell of a defensive enchantment to pack that much punch. Then he saw his beautiful hand. A look of abject horror crossed his face as he saw that his claws had been melted away to nothing. Unlike the other damage, the claws wouldn’t regrow from the healing as it was dead tissue. It would be years before he could tunnel properly again. He roared in outrage.

“Get inside that structure and take it apart piece by piece. I want all of its secrets and I want them now! Send a message back to the city. Kill Paul Fuller and his companions. No Mercy,” he growled, getting to his feet as his orders were carried out.

His eyes snapped to the doorway as one of the men turned to smoke and went inside the open rent. This was followed shortly after by a scream as a white light flashed through the damaged section.

“Warning, breach detected. Safeguard protocol engaged!” a voice boomed from the structure before a crackling field of electricity covered the entire outside.

Iron Claw knew better than to stick around, using a skill to swap himself with someone much further away. It was just in time as the field of electricity billowed out from the magical construct and killed anyone within twenty feet.

Ten of the twelve people the council had here were killed by the attack. Only Iron Claw and the man he had issued orders to had survived the attack.

“Warning, unknown entities detected. Retribution protocol engaged!”

Iron Claw’s eyes went wide as openings revealed themselves around the structure, revealing mana cannons. He didn’t have any more time to reflect on this as all cannons fired, sending him to the land beyond.

Nobody was left near the fortress to hear the next words as the cannon openings resealed themselves.

“Warning, owners not detected in range, initiating lockdown procedure.”

The forcefield snapped into place with those last words. With this procedure, the fortress could draw on the remaining energy of all three crystals to keep the field active until it was deactivated or ran out of energy.

***

The three of us slowed our mad dash out of the final tunnel. Some shadowy figures still followed us from a distance but made no move to stop or hinder us. Some had even stopped following altogether as we kept a grueling pace, using endurance potions to combat the lack of sleep or rest.

The few monsters we encountered died quickly and we were at the last stretch of tunnel, leading out.

“Be prepared, we may have to fight our way out,” I said flatly.

Ska and Fiona nodded. While I had helped the city defend itself, there was no telling what the mood would be after they learned about the horde dungeon. My understanding was that they were rare, at least in other worlds and highly fought over.

As we passed the last bend the exit became visible. I could see armed soldiers behind barricades, similar to what I had seen previously. The only difference was the four Mohai standing in front of the barricade.

We stopped at the tunnel exit and I scanned the collected faces. I already had my weapon out as we faced off.

One older female mohai, at least I assumed she was older due to the brew on her face, stepped forward.

“Mr. Fuller, I am Councilor Stonebreaker, what you did was an injustice. You should have notified someone and brought the discovery to the council.”

“Yeah… you guys haven’t been exactly welcoming.”

“We are aware of our shortcomings on that matter. Perhaps we are both in the wrong here. In an effort to change that, we have come to a decision. The council has banished you and your friends from our city. Anyone that consorts with you are likewise banned from using our passage through the Spine. We would appreciate it if you left our fair city in peace, Mr. Fuller. Our soldiers will follow you to make sure you and your friends don’t cause any more harm.”

That was it. The woman returned to the others and they walked away. I was confused but decided to take the offered escape.

The soldiers shadowed the three of us on either side as they led us to the exit. Some of the humans looked oddly conflicted but the mohai captains kept them in line.

“What the hell happened?” I asked as the gate slammed shut behind us.

Ska shrugged but Fiona had something to say.

“She seemed deeply saddened by something.”

“Well, whatever it is, let's get out of here before they change their mind.”

We quickly left the city and its residents behind, making our way to the valley where I parked the fortress. Ska was the first to sense something wrong.

He paused sniffing the air.

“It smells of blood and magic.”

“Wait, you can smell magic?” I asked.

“No, just the after-effects of strong spells. It smells of a fresh thunderstorm and burnt rock.”

“Shit. I think I know why, let's hurry.”

We ran through the ravine until the fortress was in sight. We had to stop as the ground around the fortress had been blasted into craters. I could also see charred bodies near the fortress where the other defensive measures had activated.

“What happened,” Fiona gasped.

“The idiots tried to gain entry into the fortress, they must have triggered the failsafe and defenses.”

Even now I could see the sheen of the forcefield.

“You two wait here, I need to go disarm it. You should be on the acceptable member list but this is the first time the magic has been activated, better safe than sorry.”

They nodded as I made my way to the fortress. I didn’t fly over, deciding to take it slow. There was no telling if they had damaged something in their attempt to gain entry. I stopped at the edge of one of the craters, the mana cannons had done a terrific job of blasting everything around the fortress into rubble.

Sliding down the loose stones, I made it to the bottom. I pulled out my identification slab. While not necessary, seeing as I had the tattoo, it couldn’t hurt. I waited for a minute and the fortress didn’t respond by blasting me to bits so I moved forward.

The climb up the ramp was probably the most nerve-wracking thing I had done in some time. I had built the defenses to be effective, but I hadn’t expected them to be this effective. They even scared me.

I set the tablet into an indent next to the door, seeing the damage that had likely activated the defenses, I shook my head.

My own voice spoke from a concealed speaker.

“Voice authentification required!”

“Open up, you piece of shit.”

“Voice code accepted, lockdown disabled, retribution protocol disabled, safety protocol disabled. Welcome home.”

I let out a sigh of relief. I knew the magic would work but I hadn’t been able to test the protocols, for obvious reasons.

Despite the obvious violence of the defensive measures, the runes used were quite simple. I added a lightning trap rune connected to a sensor rune, a few different sensor runes actually. This way the defenses could be triggered in any number of ways. Adding the mana cannons into the defenses had come later and they had to be manually hooked up to the system for them to fire and they could only fire one time. Unlike the other defenses, which were linked to the three mana hearts.

The audio warning was a bit much and I made a mental note to modify it later. It was really only there to deter friendlies but I don’t think there was enough delay time between the warning and the activation for most people to escape. The charred bodies were proof of that. Those weren’t the only defenses on the fortress, but they were the only ones to have activated.

“Alright, it's safe to approach!”

I turned back to the damage on the door and sighed. It was going to take time to fix. I activated my tattoo and the door unsealed itself but the automatic open function was damaged. I slid my good hand through one of the rents and pulled the heavy metal door open. Inside was another desiccated husk. I wasn’t surprised. I pried his dead hand off the button marked ‘open inner door’ and tossed the corpse outside. I waited for the others before I closed the exterior door and cycled the inner door. Without a tattoo or one of my identity plates, you weren’t getting in that easily.

It was quickly determined that nothing else had been damaged, at least inside the fortress. The shield and cloak gems had been drained by the activity but the main power gem still had just over a thousand mana. That gave me an accurate timeframe of events. It was less than three hours after we were spotted leaving the dungeon. I disabled the defensive program, a simple switch that physically disconnected the power flow to those runes.

“They sure didn’t waste any time trying to steal from us,” I said bluntly.

“Oh,” Fiona said, floating to stand next to me.

“Yeah, less than three hours after we were spotted. It makes me think they were trying to get in for some time before that.”

“I wouldn’t doubt it,” Fiona replied, “A flying magical construct of this size would be a prized possession for any city.”

“Yeah, well, let's hope they learned their lesson.”

“Ska are we secure?”

“Yes,” he hissed happily

“Good, let's get strapped in and get the hell out of this shithole.”

            

    
        Chapter 119: The way forward

    
    
    
    
                As we flew back to Huston, I had plenty of time to think. My mind kept going back to Randy Cotton and his power to bend fate. I knew I couldn’t avoid fighting him for much longer, he was becoming too strong. I also knew even hitting level twenty and picking a second class would not bring me to his level. No, I needed help.

Thankfully I had some good friends and a few new allies to call upon to assist. Before we got to that point though we set down near a rundown steel mill, north of Texas. There was a level fifteen dungeon here, one that Fiona had spotted on our way north. But there were also a lot of monsters roaming the area around the abandoned buildings.

I would only need a few quick kills to level up, then I could decide on my ultimate choice for second class.

***

I hit the hideous spider-like creature with an electrified Stunning Gust, causing it to screech and flail its front appendages. Those appendages were speckled with lamprey-like orifices that easily drew blood and tore skin if they got ahold of you. Each of the six fat hairy legs had these suckers on them, connected to a fat hairy torso with dozens of gleaming red eyes.

La’ Prashu | Level 14

They were not slow, able to scurry quickly along the crooked and broken ground as they attacked. They also had a leap attack that used all six legs to try and attach to their victim.

I had been a bit surprised by their mobility, and I had the bleeding wounds to show for it. Ska and Fiona were easily able to keep out of reach. Ska with his enhanced speed and Fiona by just phasing out as they jumped on her. I was a bit envious. I also wished I still had my armor shield, but that was damaged along with my armor.

I killed the stunned creature I was fighting and moved on to the next.

By the time we had cleared out the eight la’prashu, I had leveled up. I was also covered in bile-green ichor and needed a shower badly.

We made our way back to the fortress to clean up and so I could level and choose my next path.

***

I sat in my study before opening up my messages to see what I received.

You have reached level 20, modifiers increased by 1

5 free attribute points available

Song of Carnage: Increases crit chance by 20% for 30 min 20m range, Cost 150 mana, cooldown 1hour

Word of Power: Your word is law! All within a 25m radius that have a lower Endurance score than your Intelligence score, must obey your every word for 15s, Cost 500m 1 permanent Intelligence point

I took both abilities, although I winced at the cost for Word of Power. It was like my ultimate attack though, so I couldn’t complain too much. Would it be enough for me to kill Randy Cotton, I wasn’t sure. I wasn’t even sure I wanted to use it.

I placed my ability points and looked at my new stats.

Paul Fuller | Mantra Enchanter | Level 20

Strength: 15(+2) modifier x21

Endurance: 20 modifier x39

Agility: 17(+2) modifier x21

Perception: 17 modifier x21

Intelligence: 25 modifier x39

Wisdom: 15 modifier x21

Charisma: 11 modifier x21

Luck: 15 modifier x21

HP: 780(858)

Mana: 975

Mana Regen(M): 315

My mana saw the largest boost due to my sticking three points into the attribute. I needed to unlock my endurance stat soon or I would quickly plateau once I picked my second class. Speaking of second classes, I didn’t see any popup for it.

I had to dig around my menus for the better part of an hour before I found the option. It wasn’t exactly hidden, but it wasn’t obvious either. A small circle had appeared in my stat sheet, next to my name. I had overlooked it until I got frustrated and mentally tried opening everything.

The massive list of available classes unfurled in front of me, along with actual information for a change.

I had decided not to wait to choose a second class, this would give me the most time to level up whatever I chose.

Congratulations on reaching level twenty. Because of your outstanding drive, you are given the option of choosing a second class. This choice comes with benefits but also downsides. 

With the new class, you will gain 5 attribute points for every five levels. The second class starts at level 1 base experience. 

You must select which class to assign experience to. This cannot be changed but once a day.

With your new class, your base modifier will not increase until your highest level class exceeds the previous highest class level.

Honestly, it wasn’t that bad of a downside. Sure I would have to split experience but I could quickly level my second class to ten. It was better than dual classing from level one. While those people were strong at early levels, they would have an increasingly more difficult time leveling with the three times experience penalty per level. My biggest downside was losing out on the modifier bonus, it was a bit of a downer but I would survive.

Would you like to choose a second class? Y/N

I took a deep breath before selecting yes.

The screen blocking the massive list of classes winked out. I had no rush as I could choose a class anytime before level twenty-one. That being said, I needed to level my new class sooner, rather than later. I had a feeling the Black Dragon would move again soon.

The first thing I did was look up my enemy's classes.

Fate Spinner: A fate spinner is an advanced class that allows the wielder to control fate to some extent. Whether this means avoiding a deadly blow, blocking a missed attack, or puppeteering the very fabric of fate. Beware, doing so has consequences.

Would you like to pick this class? Y/N

I selected no and moved on to the next class.

Tempusmec: The temporal sword is an advanced class that lets you utilize time alterations to confuse your enemies and make your attacks harder to counter and predict. You may even rewind your personal timeframe to heal grievous or deadly wounds. Along with this class, you age at an accelerated rate based on skill usage. No person can escape the embrace of time.

I selected no on this class as well but I did look at the class skills, at least the few levels that the system showed. It seemed like that had been another feature damaged by the tampering of the System.

Looking at the skills gave me a good approximation of what Randy Cotton was capable of. It also told me something I had been dreading.

Sever Fate: Use this skill to cause a wound that cannot be regenerated.

Up until this point I still held onto hope that killing that son of a bitch would allow the magic holding my healing up to disperse. Now I knew that wasn’t an option.

I moved on to the list, checking dozens of classes, based on what I had discussed with Fiona. I felt that none of them were really a fit and moved on to my final choice. I took a look at pure magic classes, pure combat classes, even enchanting classes to enhance the capabilities of the fortress. I decided against going that route. While the fortress was a powerful construct, it couldn’t be with me all the time.

I had a few main issues with my current class. One was my ability to fight effectively with a weapon. Some of that was negated with my training, which now that I had the advanced staff skill meant I needed to go see Old Man Trumbo again. But I would never be as competent with a weapon as someone like Randy Cotton that had trained for decades. My skills lay in being unpredictable to my enemy. It was the reason Randy had so easily torn me apart, he had a grasp on all of my skills and tricks. Similar to how I just looked up his. Even the few non-class skills I had, wouldn’t surprise him for long.

Anyone who reached level twenty and looked up my class could determine my greatest weakness, my casting, and exploit that. Sure I had a few spells that avoided this issue thanks to my dungeon clearing escapade. But those only amounted to so much. I needed to be unpredictable again.

It took some finagling of the search criteria to find the types of classes I was looking for. The ones that fit my search were few in number, only returning three results.

Bringer of Oblivion: Darkness will consume the world but not before the Bringer of Oblivion consumes all skills. All consumed skills are lost to oblivion to power your own skills. .25% damage increase per skill level of skill consumed.

Maw of the Void: This class allows you to randomly claim skills from opponents. You may also choose to sacrifice these skills to the void in return for other gifts.

Dark Jester: Your attacks have a chance to steal the opponent's skills, rendering them inert for a period of time.

I looked over the classes and the skills they provided. While Bringer of Oblivion sounded like the strongest class, I had a concern. One of the abilities it gave was an AOE attack that consumed all active abilities, destroying them forever. My concern was the fact that it didn’t have a target designation like my current abilities. Even my AOE abilities said, AOE ally or enemy, that skill simply said nothing. It also didn’t give me the unpredictability I was after. I decided to avoid that class.

Maw of the Void was more along the lines of what I was looking for. It had some significant downsides though. For one it had only three class abilities. The main one allowing for a guaranteed chance to capture a random ability from your target.

I moved on to the Dark Jester. The class had skills that made it a combination rogue slash trap maker with the ability to suppress abilities for some time. I didn’t feel that it fit with my fighting style though. Also, it relied on short swords and daggers as its weapon proficiency. It might have been an interesting class to pick up on day one but I was too set in my ways to switch weapon focus now.

It made my choice easy for me as I selected Maw of the Void. While I couldn’t choose the ability I stole the class did allow me to use the abilities I stole, which was exactly what I needed. It would be impossible for someone that didn’t know me to counter unknown abilities. I looked at the System message.

Maw of the Void: This class allows you to randomly claim skills from opponents. You may also choose to sacrifice these skills to the void in return for other gifts.

Class skills at level 1

Basic hand to hand proficiency

Sunder Skill: 100% chance to randomly claim a skill from your opponent. Requires an open skill slot or skill is lost to the void, Cost 100 mana, cooldown 1 per fight

1X free skill slot

The class was not a human class, it came from a species of octopod-like creatures according to the info page, hence the hand-to-hand combat. That was fine, I already fought with my fists on occasion so learning to incorporate that wouldn’t be too hard. Definitely less trouble than trying to be proficient with daggers and swords.

I stood up, it was time to test out my new class and level.

***

We came out of the dungeon and I was in a crabby mood. While I had leveled the new class to six, I hadn’t gotten a single ability from the monsters inside. I had my theories about why, but choose to wait and test them. I assigned my new stat points and checked out my new skills.

Paul Fuller | Mantra Enchanter/Maw of the Void | Level 20/6

Strength: 17(+2) modifier x21

Endurance: 20 modifier x39

Agility: 18(+2) modifier x21

Perception: 18 modifier x21

Intelligence: 25 modifier x39

Wisdom: 15 modifier x21

Charisma: 11 modifier x21

Luck: 16 modifier x21

HP: 780(858)

Mana: 975

Mana Regen(M): 315

I had decided to increase some of my other attributes this time around.

Reclaim: Sacrifice a skill to the void to reclaim a skill slot, Cost 100m, Cooldown 1 day

Void Lottery: Sacrifice two skills to the void for a random skill from the void. Require an open skill slot or skill is lost along with the skills sacrificed.

6x free skill slots

The level five skill Void Lottery was interesting. It was one of the reasons I had decided to add a few points into luck. I didn’t know if it would help over much, but it couldn’t hurt. I held off on using it for now until I figured out the issue with my main skill for the class. I had nine free skill slots now so that wasn’t the issue. The skill had gone off, draining the mana from my pool but either the creatures I was fighting had no skills or weren’t compatible for some reason.

The trip wasn’t a complete loss. I got a new title and open slot for helping to clear the dungeon.

The Hunter: 10% additional damage on dark aligned creatures

We packed up and completed our trip to Houston.

Ska and Fiona went to fetch the Marshall and Martin, for a meeting, while I made my way to the Bazaar. I needed to commission something and get my armor repaired or replaced.

***

A few hours later I met the Marshall and Martin at that coffee shop.

I saw Martin wince as he saw my prosthetic. The Marshall only raised a curious eyebrow.

“It’s not as bad as it looks,” I said as I took a seat.

“You sure about that, it looks pretty bad,” Martin stated

I shrugged. “Trust me, losing a hand is better than dying.”

“I suppose. What’s with the metal fingers?”

I smiled, spinning the hand and actuating the fingers. “It's also a mana cannon,” I said, trusting the two to keep my secret.

“Geezus,” Martin replied, “is that even safe?”

“It’s no more dangerous than wielding magic.”

The Marshall cut in, “so, Paul, what was this important meeting for. I assume it has something to do with why you lost a hand?”

I nodded.

“We were up north when we found a Mohai city, they are mole people. Also kind of pricks. Anyway, they dug a tunnel through the Spine. We decided to check it out.”

“Seems odd of you,” Martin said.

“At the time it didn’t. I’ll tell you why in a minute. We got through the tunnel, a trip of two weeks, through all kinds of underground biomes. The Mohai had established a city on either end. The problem came when we exited on the eastern side of the Spine. Without warning, we were attacked. I managed to identify my attacker as Randy Cotton, the leader of the Black Dragon.”

“What! How did he even find you?”

“His class. He is a dual-class Fate Spinner and Tempusmec, the second one translates to temporal sword. I can only assume he used some ability of his to force an encounter between us. If it wasn’t for Fiona and Ska, I would be dead. I barely survived the attack, not even scratching the man. He was level twenty-three in his main class and level fifteen in his second. I had no chance but I couldn’t escape.”

I told the remaining story of how Ska and Fiona saved me, my falling out with the Mohai Council and losing my hand.

“That’s a lot to take in, Paul,” the Marshall said. “So these Mohai aren’t likely to become allies?”

“Doubtful but I have a way to reduce or even remove their monopoly on the only pass through the Spine.”

I told them about my idea for the magical barges.

“That could work in the short term but we would need to assign someone with mana to oversee the transits. Once commerce picks up it would become a full-time duty. I don’t know if anyone is willing to take on that responsibility.”

The Marshall had a good point. I had another option but it would be some time before that was completed.

“Well, let's table that for now. The real reason I brought you here is that I need help. It’s become glaringly obvious that Randy Cotton and the remaining Black Dragon are actively hunting for me. We need to take the fight to them since they have likely retreated to Chicago.”

“We?” the Marshall asked.

“You said you would help if I needed it.”

“I will help, but I was thinking more around the Texas area or the south. I can’t spare a contingent of men to fly all the way to Chicago with you.”

I deflated as the Marshall looked apologetic.

“I understand. I can do it alone if I must but there is no guarantee I will survive.”

“You won’t be alone,” Martin replied. “I’m coming with.”

“I thought you were busy with diplomatic talks?”

“They are in a holding pattern while the summit gets scheduled. That could take weeks or months. Plus I have my own score to settle with those fuckers.”

“I wish I could join you but my place is here.”

“You can still help, Marshall. Give me the bounty notices on the most dangerous criminals you have.”

“You sure about that?”

I nodded.

“Alright, stop by the office after you two are done, I’ll have them ready to go. Try not to take any unnecessary risks.”

“Thanks for your help, Marshall.”

The man nodded before walking off.

I clapped Martin on the shoulder. “The band is back together.”

He rolled his eyes but I saw the smile creep onto his face.

            

    
        Chapter 120: Random chance

    
    
    
    
                We spent a few days resupplying in Houston before we set out.

“So, what's the plan?” Martin asked as he followed me onboard.

“First I need to pick up some new abilities.”

He looked at me in confusion, “Uh, why didn’t you do that in the bazaar?”

“Why pay, when I can get them for free?” I said with a wink.

“Part of your new class?”

I nodded.

“Well, this oughta be interesting.”

Ska and Fiona greeted us in the kitchen as I went over the plan.

“First we take out these contracts for the Marshall. Try to keep as many alive as possible, I want to try my skill on all of them to see what comes up. I figure with our speed and ability to track these men we can probably finish in a few days. Then we head for the Jackal pit.”

Ska gave a toothy grin and growled happily at this news.

I set out two rings I had purchased with that destination in mind. “These are mind barrier rings. They should be able to protect us for six hours, enough time to clear that dungeon. If my theory is correct and I gain the skill I’m looking for there, we can head to one last dungeon.”

I wanted to hit up Suburbia again to get the abilities that Kragor the Champion possessed. This was all assuming I could get abilities from monsters. The Jackal pit would give me that answer.

We found the first group of outlaws, camped out in a shallow swell, deep in the Texas countryside. They would have been nearly impossible to locate without the Reaper title. There were around a dozen of them, ranging from level eight to level fourteen. We descended on them in the dark and they had little time to put up a defense before we mowed through the guards.

I also learned that my new ability Sunder Skill affected anyone that attacked me. Knowing this I used Beacon on the four survivors before we finished them off. They were a capable lot of outlaws, they would have to have been, considering they had survived for so long but they couldn’t keep up with our skills and enchanted gear.

“That’s the last of them,” Martin said, recalling his summoned creature.

“Good, you guys loot, I need to see what skills I gained.”

I looked over the four new skills.

Acidic Coating: Coat your blade with a potent acid, does not affect the weapon. Cost 10 mana 10 stamina, Cooldown 2 min

Escape: A short-range teleport that allows you to shift up to 20 feet. Cannot be used to close in on target. Cost 10 mana 30 stamina, Cooldown 1 hour

Puncture: Adds penetrating power to your attacks, allowing you to negate up to five armor points. Cost 5 mana 15 stamina, Cooldown 1 min

Double Strike: Causes your next attack to deal double the weapon damage. Cost 10 mana 15 stamina, Cooldown 1 min

The skills I captured were not really anything spectacular. It was weird seeing a stamina cost, I had never had the stat on my page before, probably because it would have been useless information, considering my abilities all used mana but there it was now. A new bar appeared under my mana bar. It looked like it took base strength times base endurance as a calculation but it also added in my boost.

Stamina: 340 (380)

It was a small amount and it made me realize this was probably why non-magic classes didn’t use as many abilities as magic classes did. That being said, they could outlast a caster, considering the stamina regen was based on the Strength modifier times Endurance modifier.

Stamina Regen(M): 819

At my level, I recovered almost fourteen stamina a second. That was more than enough for me to spam abilities until I got bored or my target died. Although, I can’t imagine most people that relied on stamina, stuck a bunch of points in Intelligence. There wouldn’t be any point seeing as even with a base-ten Intelligence they could easily get above 300 mana. That would be more than enough to feed these abilities.

I decided to hold onto Double Strike. I would have held onto Acidic Coating but it didn’t activate on my staff, it only worked when I pulled out Fiona’s old sword. I decided to use Void Lottery on Escape and Puncture to see what I got.

The sensation of skills getting ripped away was… unpleasant to say the least. In its place, a new skill was shoved into my soul.

Reflect: Reflect the damage of an attack to the attacker. Must be used within two seconds of the attack. Cost 20 mana 25 stamina, Cooldown 10 min

It was better than what I gave up but it meant I actually had to take the damage, which kind of sucked.

We wrapped up here and moved onto the next target.

***

We cleared out the remaining three groups of outlaws. I didn’t get any noteworthy abilities from them and used Void Lottery to try and get something better.

Nightwalker: You are 30% harder to see in the dark, duration 30min. Cost 40 mana 10 stamina. Cooldown 1 hour

Summon Clay Pot: You can summon an inert clay pot that can hold one gallon. Cost 2 mana. Cooldown 5 min

Arcane Bolt: Fire a bolt of arcane energy that deals INT x .15 modifier damage to one target within 20m. Cost 50 mana. Cooldown 2 min

Wall of Thorns: Conjure a five-foot-high, ten-foot-long wall of sharp thorns. Thorns deal five damage a second and reduce agility by two for anything caught in the spell. Cost 75 mana. Cooldown 40 min

After sacrificing the other skills, this is what I was left with. Not everything was a winner but I would need to wait another day to try again. This left me with six open skill slots, technically seven if I included the one I had from clearing the underground horde dungeon. I decided to hold off on using Reclaim for the moment. I could use it mid-battle if I needed to free up a slot. But I was leveling quicker than I could fill the slots.

That was another advantage of dealing with higher-level enemies. I was now level eight in my second class. Fiona had finally hit level seventeen, catching up to Martin. It wasn’t surprising, considering he had spent a month playing negotiator while we had fought off a massive amount of creatures.

I didn’t begrudge the man his time off. It seemed to have settled him and given him the time he needed to grieve over his sister’s death. I knew once we finished off the Black Dragon he would bow out again to continue his work with the Marshall. I was ok with that.

We landed back in Houston and Martin dropped off the bounties. I picked up my finished commission from the Bazaar and we left. All in all, we hadn’t been back more than two hours. With our goal in sight, it was too important to get there quickly as possible. The only detours allowed were to hit those two dungeons. I needed at least one of those skills to even the playing field with Randy Cotton.

The flight south of the Spine was quiet and uneventful. Using a telescope, I was able to see our entrance into the dwarven stronghold was still visible. There were no signs that anyone had been there since we last came through.

We flew over that unnamed coastal town where the Cartel had taken over. Nobody below noticed us as we passed overhead, the cloak rendering us invisible to the eyes below. I did track Kurt as we flew past, I wanted to get a better feel for that title and how accurate it was. Turns out, pretty accurate. I watched the man through the remote viewer until we were out of sight. It seemed the city hadn’t changed much since we came through.

We passed over the barren rocky wasteland beyond the plateau of the town, heading northwest. Our trip was much faster this time around as I set the fortress down half a mile from the entrance.

As soon as the outer door opened the unmistakable scent of sulfur washed over me.

My endurance was high enough that I didn’t bother covering my nose this time. Ska wasn’t so lucky and he pushed a gnomish rebreather into his nostrils. Martin just used a nose plug as we hurried toward the entrance.

As we grew closer we could already hear the maddening laughter of the jackals. I didn’t have to signal the others as we each activated the rings. I donned my armor and staff and we rushed toward the entrance that had been cleared of debris.

The first skill I got was Sneak Attack. This proved my theory, I could only gain skills from sentient enemies. I caught a group of five jackals in my Wall of Thorns while the others tore them apart. I gained another skill called Underhanded Blow. I would have to look at them later as the fighting grew more intense.

It wasn’t until our fourth encounter that I finally got the skill I had been aiming for.

Maddening Laugh: Inflicts Madness debuff on all enemies within hearing range. Bypasses any attempt to negate sound. This insidious spell pierces the mind of its foe, unseen until noticed. Intelligence and wisdom are lowered by one point for each stack. Lasts one hour or becomes permanent if stats reach 0. Cost 200 mana. Cooldown 10 min.

I was glad I had chosen to go with an item that defended the mind rather than simply blocking out the sound. If I had thought myself safe from the effects, I might not have even noticed until it was too late this time. With my mission accomplished, we dove into the creatures with a fury born of past frustrations.

It took a little over an hour to clear the warrens and tunnels of the dungeon. There were a few simple traps that would collapse areas or cause you to trip and fall into a spit of deadly poisoned spikes but our attributes were high enough that it allowed us to avoid these simple traps. The only victim was Martin’s summon. It had been crushed when it set off one of the rockfall traps, too stupid to avoid it. Martin had decided not to resummon anything as it was more a hindrance than a help at that point.

The boss Jackal turned out to be some sort of demonic half-breed shaman. With its enhanced musculature and size, it resembled more a pure werewolf than its lesser brethren. Despite its vaunted size and a higher level of nineteen, it couldn’t take on the four of us. The fight didn’t last long as the three of us distracted it, pulling its malevolent magic as Fiona circled around behind the creature and stabbed it through the head. With these creatures cleared out, the dungeon would return to its natural denizens, no longer spawning the Jackals.

It was a similar situation to the goblin dungeon I had run across. They had cleared out the normal monsters and taken up residence. So long as the boss remained, the dungeon would respawn any losses. This only worked for borderline monsters though, humans or fully sentient creatures couldn’t take advantage of this effect. Even Ska’s people were considered too sentient for this to work unless they reverted to a feral state. Goblins, while sentient, were considered nothing more than a monster, same with the undead. The rules of the System were often confusing and in flux, so things tended to change from time to time.

Unfortunately, I didn’t have time to ponder the complexities of the System and dungeons. The boss was dead and I had earned a new ability from him.

Orb of Darkness: If this orb hits its target it will be inflicted with a random curse. Curse lasts for 24 hours. Spell cannot be recast until the curse is broken. Cost 100 mana. Cooldown 24 hours or when curse broken

Curse of Weakness: -3 Strength

Curse of Apathy: -3 Endurance

Curse of Sloth: - 3 Agility

Curse of Myopia: -3 Perception

Curse of Feeblemind: -3 Intelligence

Curse of Infirmity: -3 Wisdom

Curse of Leprosy: -3 Charisma

Curse of the Fool: -3 Luck

It was one hell of a spell and I was glad the boss hadn’t had a chance to use it on any of us. I checked out the other abilities as well, seeing as I hadn’t gotten any others after getting Maddening Laugh. It seems if I claimed the same skill I just wouldn’t get it. And like Ska’s people, they didn’t have a large range of abilities.

Sneak Attack: If you can ambush your opponent your attack deals 3x damage. Cost 5 mana 25 stamina. Cooldown 1 min

Underhanded Blow: Aiming for sensitive areas enhances your agility by 2 for that attack. Cost 5 mana 5 stamina. Cooldown 10 sec

Sneak Attack was pretty useless for the way I fought, but Underhanded Blow might come in handy until I found something better. I wasn’t a stranger to striking an opponent's weak spots or fighting dirty. Clearing the dungeon netted some credits but at this point, I stopped counting. I had more than I could spend, even after the item that I commissioned in the Bazaar. If I needed more money, I would just create some magic weapons. It was no wonder the Enchanting Guild had become so powerful and influential.

The last bonus we got from the dungeon, was a title.

Iron Mind: You are 25% less susceptible to mind-affecting magic

My second class had hit level nine early on in the dungeon and I was looking forward to the additional points for level ten. Looting the bodies was left to Ska, I didn’t see anything these creatures had that I wanted. He got a stack of spears some poison vials and a cursed staff. We decided to leave the cursed staff behind. It was more wizard stick than beating stick so I had no use for it. Martin could use it but he opted not to take it. Can’t say I blamed him there.

I used Void Lottery on Sneak Attack and Summon Clay Pot and got a spell called Gangrenous Discharge in return.

Gangrenous Discharge: Pustules cover your body, growing until they explode, delivering a foul bath of bodily fluids on anyone within five feet. Contact with this substance causes the affected target or targets to contract the disease debuff and take 10hp/s damage. They also grow these pustules as well. Spell keeps going as long as new targets are within range.

Just the description of the spell made me gag. I would not be trying this one out, I didn’t care how good it might be.

            

    
        Chapter 121: Kragor vs. Paul Round 2

    
    
    
    
                I set the fortress down within spitting distance of the dungeon. I had no time or patience to be stealthy. Every hour it felt like an invisible noose was starting to tighten around my neck. I didn’t know if it was my imagination or some part of that damn ability that Randy was using. Considering it lessened as I got closer to Chicago, my money was on an ability.

Well, let him use his abilities, I had surprises of my own to bring to our next encounter.

The four of us rushed through the dungeon, killing off the lower-level kobolds with ease. I used it as a testbed to try out some of the new skills. Maddening Laugh turned out to be highly effective against the barely cognizant kobolds. After only one use they devolved into nothing more than aggressive animals their more animalistic tendencies taking over. They didn’t last long enough for me to cast it again, and I chose not to waste Multicast on it.

Underhanded Blow was also effective. My ability to instantly enhance my speed by two points by striking ears, eyes, or genitalia, threw off my target's defenses. I learned that Double Strike did not carry over critical damage into the second strike, making it less desirable than I had originally thought. Still the ability to add my elemental damage to the attack more than made up for it. Two bolts of electricity were usually enough to render my target immobile.

Arcane Bolt was a weak spell but my level and Intelligence stat were high enough to make it a powerful ability. It was also fast, much faster than my Stunning Gust or Shockwave. Stunning gust got close if I enhanced my weapon with wind, but if you were quick enough you could dodge the attack. Reflect worked as advertised, but I had to actually get hit to reflect the damage. Against a foe like these weak kobolds, it was useless, but against someone like Randy Cotton, it could change the course of the fight.

Wall of thorns worked to bottle attackers or block off areas, damage-wise it was pretty unremarkable. I was still going to hold onto it for now though. Last but not least was Orb of Darkness. I managed to cast it six times before we reached the boss area, due to the nature of the spell. This allowed me to see four different curses; Strength, Agility, Perception, and Luck.

The strength and agility curses had obvious signs. The affected target could either barely hold their spear or their attacks were slow and clumsy. Perception didn’t seem that effective against the creatures and I realized it was because they used their sense of smell more than sight. It did make them easier to fight so it had some effect. Luck was always a weird one but when a kobold affected by it rushed at me and tripped, impaling himself on his spear, I think it may have been my favorite.

The four of us entered the boss area. Kragor was sitting on his throne with the three females standing around him. He looked bored until his eyes landed on the four of us. When his eyes met mine he growled menacingly and stepped off his throne.

“You three can handle the others, leave Kragor to me.”

“Don’t take too much time,” Fiona said, “we need to get moving.”

I nodded, running forward as Kragor got his buffs. The last time I fought the Champion, I had to use my Aura to keep up. That was five levels on my main class ago and a whole slew of attribute points.

Kragor burst toward me with a bestial roar and a sword that looked like a chipped and rusted slab of steel. It was different than his old sword but no less intimidating for it. I answered his roar with one of my own, activating Blink Step and Area of Denial.

We slammed into each other with a thunderous boom and to my surprise, I was sent flying across the area, my shield still intact.

I crashed into one of the fake buildings with a resounding boom, Kragor hot on my heel. I cast Wall of Thorns to slow him down but he barreled right through without slowing. I hit him with an Arcane Bolt as I jumped out of the way. His arm whipped out like lightning, smashing into my shield and sending me on a ride once more.

Somehow I don’t recall him having this ability before unless it was used up when he slammed into one of the buildings. My shield was holding but it was cracked, which told me Kragor’s strength was well into the second tier. I wasn’t done yet though. I hit him with Orb of Darkness and followed it up with Maddening Laugh.

The juggernaut of a Kobold stumbled from the collective loss of attribute points. Four from Wisdom and one from Intelligence. He shook his head and growled at me, using the ability I had come to collect. With a flicker of motion, the ground underneath him exploded as he flew straight at me. I activated Sunder Skill and stood my ground.

As I had figured, his first skill had run its course and he slammed into my shield, bouncing off and shattering it. Before he was able to recover his footing, I slammed my staff into his groin and activated Double Strike along with Flurry of Blows.

The fight was quickly ended after that, his body a ruined mess. Double Strike couldn’t double the damage from Flurry but that didn’t matter. I looked up to see the other three still fighting off the female kobolds. They didn’t last much longer, not up to the task of solo combat. With the fight ended, I looked at the skill I acquired.

Unstoppable force: For 15 seconds you become an unstoppable force of nature, immune to physical damage as well as any effect that can slow or hinder movement. Cost 50 mana 75 Stamina. Cooldown 5 min

I had actually been hoping for the other spell that he used to launch himself at me but now I think I may have gotten the better skill. Its true utility hadn’t been displayed during our first fight. The cost was prohibitive for most fighters, but I had plenty of mana to spare. I would run out of stamina before I ran out of mana.

I let Martin and Ska split the loot, it was my thanks for their help in this endeavor. I had finally hit level ten in my second class and I distributed my new stat points.

Paul Fuller | Mantra Enchanter/Maw of the Void | Level 20/10

Strength: 20(+2) modifier x21

Endurance: 20 modifier x39

Agility: 20(+2) modifier x21

Perception: 18 modifier x21

Intelligence: 25 modifier x39

Wisdom: 15 modifier x21

Charisma: 11 modifier x21

Luck: 16 modifier x21

HP: 780(858)

Stamina: 400(440)

Stamina Regen(M): 819

Mana: 975

Mana Regen(M): 315

I decided to max out Strength and Agility this time, I figured if nothing else, the fight with Randy Cotton and the remaining Black Dragon might help me unlock the second tier of at least one of the attributes. It was no wonder dual classers were so much stronger than solo class people. Sure there was a downside that you had to level both classes, but I think the bonuses made up for that, as long as you had the proper environment to level. I decided to keep the experience train going on my second class. At least until it hit fifteen. That seemed like a good spot to switch it back over.

We made our way back to the fortress and got ready for the long journey north.

***

Since I knew the journey north was going to be across unexplored terrain, I discussed it with the others.

“So into the unknown,” Martin quipped.

“Yeah, that’s why I think we should have two of the cannons manned at all times.”

“What about the automated defenses, I thought you were going to incorporate the cannons into them?”

“That was on the agenda, but I kind of got sidetracked,” I replied tiredly.

“Fair enough,” Martin replied, “I assume you want me and Ska on the forward cannons?”

Ska growled in discontent. He never liked operating the turrets, he was more a hands-on fighter.

“Yeah, we can switch off every few hours to get some rest and move around. If it seems relatively safe, we can drop it down to one person at a time. At least until we get closer to Illinois.”

“Fair enough. Come on Ska, you can regale me with stories of your adventures to help pass the time,” Martin said, wrapping his arm around Ska’s shoulder and leading him down the hall to the forward cannons.

“Did you want me to scout ahead?” Fiona asked.

“No, while it may help, I don’t want you too far away if we get into trouble. There is no telling if the Black Dragon has laid a trap along the way for us or not.”

“Wouldn’t that be more of a reason for me to spot it first?”

I shook my head. “Any traps they would have laid would have you in mind as well. You are the most difficult target to deal with. If you get away, they know they will be constantly looking over their shoulder.”

“Fair enough. So what do you want me to do?”

“Up to you, although, I wouldn’t say no to an extra set of eyes on the roof. But we won’t need that right away, how bout you hang out with Ska and Martin.”

“What about you?”

“I’ll be fine.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah, it's not like I haven’t been through hell before, losing a hand hardly even makes it on the top five most fucked up things to happen to me.”

She looked at me worriedly before replying. “Alright, but remember, you're not in this alone. You have your friends to help you through, and that means for everything.”

“I know,” I said, smiling at her.

She floated there, looking at me for another few seconds before she finally followed the others.

I sagged a little after she left. The stress was getting to me again. I knew she wanted to help, wanted me to reach out and express my emotions but I just couldn’t do it. Admitting to myself that I wasn’t up to this task was bad enough, admitting it to my friends was something entirely different. I believed I could take down Randy and his cronies but I wasn’t sure I would be coming back. But that was my burden to bear, not theirs. For now, I would present the most confident exterior I could.

I reached over to the control panel and began the startup sequence for the fortress. We would be flying low and fast, with the cloak engaged. The fortress gave a light shake as it rose off the ground and I heard the clink as the landing struts folded back into the lower hull. I used the remote viewer to make sure everything was secured, then I activated the cloak as we rose into the sky.

It was time to go deal with a threat that had been looming over our group for far too long.

***

A glint of light passed over a curved piece of glass as it was lowered from a distant watcher’s eye.

The man took note of what he had witnessed, marking down his findings in a notebook. Minutes later a portal appeared behind him and a woman stepped out.

“Well?” Stone asked.

“He’s heading north, as was predicted. Was it necessary to expose Jacob though?”

The shrouded woman let out a low laugh. “Jacob was becoming arrogant, he needed to be knocked down a peg or two. It matters not that he was exposed and that one Gargon lived, not in the grand scheme of things.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

Stone let out an exasperated sigh. “Fine, yes, it was necessary, according to the seer. It also helped place Mr. Fuller on a collision course with the Black Dragon and hopefully, deal with two problems at once.”

“Let’s hope you and the seer are correct. Our spies report that he has hit level twenty and gotten a second class, but they were unable to get close enough to determine what it was.”

“That shouldn’t be a problem. If he survives we will eventually get that information, then he will have no tricks to pull.”

“And what about the reports from West Exit? They say he cleared out a horde dungeon.”

“A few extra stat points won’t make that much of a difference. His Aura of Rage was more of a problem but we have accurate intel that he can no longer utilize it without his body breaking down.”

The man mulled this news over for a minute before he asked his next question.

“The enchanting?”

“We are starting to make progress on that front, albeit slowly. It's not enchanting per se, it's runic enhancement.”

“Anything to show of our efforts?”

Stone produced a dagger from her ring, that seemed to ooze darkness, and handed it to the unnamed man.

He inspected the dagger.

The Hidden Killer: Dagger does not reflect light, allows the user to more easily blend in with shadows.

There was no enhancement to damage but the effect was unique, he hadn’t seen an enchanted dagger with this ability before. He looked at the crude runes carved into the steel of the blade. It was where the darkness seemed to seep from. He gave the dagger a spin and flipped it into the air, easily catching the blade. He handed it back to Stone.

“No luck with that other rune?”

“No, It appears it was damaged when we broke the enchantment it was powering. Our crafters have narrowed it down to a handful of possibilities and they should have that stealth rune figured out in time.”

“Good, what about the other members of the council?”

“Off doing whatever tasks they have deemed necessary. But as far as I can tell, they are still alive.”

“Alright. Douglas, I’m ready to move on to my next objective, if you would be so kind.”

A portal opened and the man stepped through. Stone waited a few minutes, looking toward the north before another portal opened and she stepped through as well.

            

    
        Chapter 122: Reconnaissance

    
    
    
    
                The trip north was mostly uneventful. I say mostly because, holy shit, had the land changed. We flew near a lake that looked like blood. Massive tentacles squirmed within the liquid, just below the surface. Thankfully, I had spotted it before we flew directly overhead, who knew what creatures waited within.

Another problem was a bright flash in the distance. Normally, I would have avoided that completely but the ominous mushroom cloud after made me decide to detour near the area. We needed to make sure it wasn’t something we had to worry about. Turns out someone had gotten ahold of a tactical nuke, leveling some small town on the east side of what was once northern Arkansas. After seeing what lay beyond, I couldn’t blame the people for setting the weapon off.

The land for as far as you could see was dead. The radiation detector was blipping away and I chose to turn back toward the west. Fiona returned from scouting with news of what was on the ground.

“Entarior locusts,” she said, looking grim.

“Are those bad?”

She nodded, “They are magical creatures that can strip an entire world if left alone long enough.”

“Do we need to worry?”

“No, whatever weapon was activated, seemed to have destroyed the colony. If it hadn’t they would already be consuming the vegetation around us and probably the fortress as they are drawn to magic.”

“What kind of sick world produces creatures like this?”

“Not a world, it’s a spell, well, more a summoning, like Martin’s but way worse.”

“I don’t know if that’s any better. So, you’re saying someone summoned these creatures, for what purpose?”

“Most likely to kill off mages or a group of mages. When they get out of control like this though, it usually means the mage that summoned them was either killed or lost control, which would result in him being killed by the locusts anyway.”

“Well, whoever it was it serves them right. Let's keep moving.”

We traveled three or four hundred miles a day, setting down in the evenings to rest and recuperate. I could push harder since we had sleeping accommodations but I didn’t want us burned out when we reached our target.

At the moment we were landed in what first appeared to be a strange forest. It turned out to be made of mushrooms of all types. The mushrooms pushed up to the height of trees. Some of the mushrooms glowed in wild bioluminescent colors after the sun went down. It was eerily beautiful to watch, but deadly. Clouds of spores drifted in the air like fog and I had to cleanse everyone as soon as we reentered the fortress from a quick but ill-advised trip outside.

Even activating the fire-based defense on the fortress only kept the spores away temporarily, though it did clear out a large area around us and set the massive mushrooms ablaze. Deciding not to risk spreading these toxic spores we rose out of the mushroom forest and kept flying as I burned away any remnants clinging to the fortress.

Fiona said she spotted someone in the forest, screaming in rage and throwing invectives our way but I thought she might have been seeing things. If she wasn’t I didn’t want to meet any man human or otherwise, that could survive in that sort of environment.

Eventually, we reached southern Illinois. When I activated my reaper title, I finally got a faint hit. The direction it came from was mainly north. That meant I had been accurate in my assumption that Randy had headed straight back to his base of operations.

I could barely see the tip of the spine in the distance, the haze of early morning shrouding most of the mountain range.

Now that we were sure of where our quarry resided, it was time to prepare. I still had the weird feeling in the back of my mind urging me onward but being this close I was able to ignore it for the most part.

I set the fortress down in a small town that appeared abandoned. There was a quarry on the east side that allowed for long sightlines and no real way for anyone to get to us without being spotted.

“Why are we setting down early?” Martin asked.

“It’s time to prepare, tomorrow we will reach our target and we need to be ready for anything.”

Ska growled in anticipation for the events to come and Fiona looked worried.

“Don’t worry, we’ll be ok. We have the fortress to soften them up.”

She gave me the look that said she wasn’t buying my bullshit but nodded anyway, choosing to keep her thoughts on the subject to herself.

After setting the fortress down I got to work. My workshop was a mess, I hadn’t had time to clean it since our previous battle with the Black Dragon. Dried blood still coated some surfaces from where I brushed up against them with my clothing. Tools and bits of metal were scattered haphazardly across the space, and I cursed my laziness.

I didn’t have time to clean now so I swept the workbench clear, All the junk fell to the floor with a clatter as Martin walked in.

“Did a tornado come through here?”

“I wish, at least then I could explain away the mess,” I grumbled.

“Need any help cleaning?”

“No, It will have to wait until we finish this mission. I have a ton of work to complete before tomorrow.”

“Oh, is this that mystery object you bought at the Bazaar?”

“Yup,” I replied pulling out a lacquered black box with gold inlay. I told the smith it wasn’t necessary but he insisted.

“Do I get a peek at it?”

“Nope,” I smiled, pushing him out of the room as he complained loudly.

I shut and locked the door, this was going to be hard enough with one hand, I didn’t need any other distractions. I activated the rune on the wall that muffled sound. I also took my prosthetic off, it would only get in the way of this delicate work.

***

My eyes were red from staying up until the early morning but I had completed the runes. The item was safely stashed in my ring, ready to be attached at a moment's notice.

The others hadn’t been idle, we had discussed what needed to happen beforehand. They had taken all but four of the cannons and moved them to the forward section of the fortress. I had never designed the fortress to be a weapon so we were having to improvise a bit. All of the cannons were charged and could be quickly swapped out. That gave each gunner four shots before having to recharge.

Ska had ten charged mana hearts, so he would run out before Martin did but it would have to do. The blasts were powerful enough to shear through steel but unlike wood, steel was solid enough to cause the blast of mana to explode, similar to how the blasts exploded when they impacted the ground that time we fought the elves. It would take powerful shields to absorb the damage, even the fortress shields could only take a dozen direct impacts before failing.

I rested until noon and then we got back into the air.

***

Slowly we crept closer to Chicago, cloak engaged as we crawled through the dimming daylight. Every hour or so I would activate my title to determine the location of our target. It hadn’t moved much in that time but I could tell it was close to the downtown area. That was going to be a problem, the tall buildings prevented me from getting the fortress close enough to strike at him directly.

“Incoming!” Fiona yelled.

I immediately turned off the cloak and engaged the shield as something impacted its surface causing a ripple. Fiona was on the roof as I had to keep track of the buildings. Thankfully she was able to get inside before the shield went up. More flashes of light blasted from hidden areas within the surrounding buildings. The shells slammed into our shield, shaking the fortress but only reducing the shield by two hundred points.

“Prepare to return fire!” I yelled over the radio, rotating the front of the fortress to face one of the buildings. “Fire!”

Two white streams of condensed mana burst forth from our cannons, obliterating the bottom floor of a three-story building. Glass and bricks flew in every direction as the building collapsed in on itself.

Martin and Ska swapped out the cannons for fresh ones as I rotated the fortress to the next target and tried to make it hard for the enemy to strike back. If it wasn’t for the remote viewer, I don’t think I would even know what was going on. The front of the fortress was wreathed in explosions as more and more artillery shells exploded against the shield. The enemy had quickly switched to incendiary rounds to try and blind us. Turns out these were also far more damaging to the shield as it dropped another six hundred points. I shunted the power of the cloak crystal to the shields to keep it going. This was going to be a battle of attrition.

***

We had been forced to retreat after twenty minutes of intense fighting. Entire blocks had been leveled in the ensuing battle but still there seemed to be an endless supply of tanks and artillery at the Black Dragons disposal. I had no idea where they had gotten the heavy armament, it wasn’t here before. I knew that Randy was some head honcho for a private military firm but I didn’t realize the man had a whole army. I guess he would have to if he subdued New York.

The fortress was not unscathed. The shields had failed on a few occasions, letting rounds through. If they had been using armor penetrating rounds instead of the incendiary ones we would have likely died. But the condensed stone had absorbed most of the damage. One room was a total loss, a round blowing through a weak portion and turning everything inside to melted slag. Thankfully, no critical damage impacted our ability to fight, fly, or maneuver. The rest could be fixed in time.

Ska and Martin had been singed by the fires but Elemental Defense saved them from the worst of it. We did have a few sketchy moments when the power dropped out and an agent of Randy’s managed to teleport aboard. Fiona was able to deal with him while the rest of us were occupied.

I dumped his corpse out of the exit after we landed. We had retreated twenty miles outside of Chicago. While Martin was recharging the cannons, Ska and Fiona were patrolling, making sure nobody snuck up on us while I did my best to fix the gaping hole in the fortress. I could only seal it closed, not having the time to source additional rock to bring it back to one hundred percent.

Ska and Fiona came running a few minutes later.

“There are dozens coming!” she yelled.

I swore, using my wings to fly around to the entrance. The two rushed up the ramp and I slammed the door closed. The fortress was already airborne before I got the second door closed. Martin must have heard.

Magic spells and ranged weapons pelted the shield as we rose into the sky. I ran past Martin and got on one of the cannons. The people below weren’t dumb though, they scattered as soon as they saw the weapon move. That didn’t save all of them though as I blasted a group of five with the cannon.

“Move us east,” I said over the radio, tired from the day's battle.

We finally moved out of range of the attackers and I swapped out for Martin in the command chair. I wanted to go back in and lay waste to everything that Randy Cotton cared about but we still hadn’t recharged the shields and everyone was exhausted. We moved around, not staying on one heading until we came across a massive lake. It had to easily be the size of one of the great lakes. But we were far too south for it to be one of those lakes. There were a few scattered islands far enough out that it would be safe to touch down for the night.

The muddy ground of the small island seemed to suck in the landing gear of the fortress. I had to have Martin lift it back up so I could compress the Earth below with my magic enough for it to support us.

I got back to work patching the hole and Martin got back to recharging the mana hearts. My work was done after another twenty minutes. Ska and Fiona patrolled the island but there wasn’t anything to see and it was all visible from the ship. I walked back aboard and helped Martin to refill the crystals, it was going to be another long day tomorrow.

            

    
        Chapter 123: War footing

    
    
    
    
                The war - if you want to even call it that - between the Black Dragon, and our ragtag team of four went on for weeks.

The Black Dragon had numbers, more than I had ever thought possible. Every time we thought we cleared out the entrenched heavy weapons more would be rolled out and the battle would commence again.

We were hounded every time we landed, they even found our damn island sanctuary and pounded it to dust with long-range artillery. The fortress was a mess but it was holding together better than I could have hoped for.

The fortress floated toward downtown Chicago, listing a bit to the left where a portion of the levitator had been blown away. Both Ska and Martin had hairless heads, a blast of flame cooking their flesh before I healed them. The scars were gone but the hair would have to regrow on its own. I hoped Ska’s regrew fast, grimalkin did not look good furless. It was a mix between a naked molerat and a wrinkly testicle.

Our approach had been uncontested. That was mostly due to my fuck everything plan. A corridor of rubble lined our approach for two blocks in either direction. Burned out tanks and melted artillery poked out of more than one pile of rubble. A massive crater marked where we had landed a lucky hit on an ammunition depot. I didn’t know where they had gotten all these weapons and at this point, it didn’t matter.

I heard one of the cannons going off and a blast tore through a section of building still standing. There was no return fire. That was either a good thing or this was a trap. I wouldn’t put it past Randy to try and trap us. He almost succeeded a week ago. I had been all cocksure that we had cleared out the entrenched enemy when an IED exploded and nearly took out the fortress. That was the attack that damaged the levitator and cooked Martin and Ska.

Since then we were extra careful about approaching too low to the ground. We floated around the combat area, trying to determine the best approach. There were no easy ways into the taller buildings. There was always the option to level the entire area but that was the last resort. First of all, I didn’t think it would work and I didn’t want that cockroach escaping. Sending blasts toward the center, didn’t work either. He had some sort of shield in place that absorbed the attacks. It wasn’t all that surprising, considering his resources. I was also glad I had elected not to use nerve gas. The wind off of Lake Superior would have blown it south, killing who knows how many innocent people.

Wearing the shield down could take weeks, assuming we could pump enough damage into it quickly enough to take it down. From our few exploratory attacks, my guess was that wasn’t a possibility. I knew what needed to happen, but I was loathed to do it.

“Alright, I think this phase of the war is over, it's time to hit the ground and engage in close combat.”

“Won’t they be expecting that?” Martin asked.

“Yup, that’s why I’m going to stick the fortress on patrol mode.”

“Wait, it can do that?”

“Well, sorta. Mostly it’ll just fly a preprogrammed path. I could tell it to fly a random path but with the tall buildings, it would be more likely to fly into them.”

“They won’t fall for that for long, how are we getting through the shield?”

“The sewers, it’s the only way I can see to get through.”

“You know he will have them rigged or defended.”

“Yup, so we need to be quick and brutal, hopefully, they won’t expect it and we can get the drop on them.”

Ska hissed in a mix of disgust and delight. “I don’t like stinky sewers but I will put up with it if it means glorious battle.”

Martin just rolled his eyes, “let's just go kill this prick so I can get back to something worthwhile.”

Out of everyone, Fiona looked the most nervous. I gave her a reassuring smile and that seemed to help a bit.

***

When the fortress was out of sight, behind a building that wasn’t destroyed and was outside the combat area, we jumped. I carried Martin as he didn’t have any ability to absorb the landing. The fortress meandered away, the shield re-engaged as soon as the door shut.

We waited quietly, huddled in the alley until Fiona returned.

“Ok, I found a sewer entrance. It didn’t have any traps on it that I could see.”

“Alright, let's go.”

The setting sun was our ally as we quickly crossed the streets and made our way to the sewer. I lifted the heavy metal lid off with little effort, trying to do it as quietly as possible. Fiona was already below but Ska jumped down the hole without a sound. Martin was next as he eyed the dirty ladder with trepidation.

I was the last into the stinky hole as I closed the manhole cover above us. Darkness closed in, making it feel like we had stepped into dark oblivion. There were no words spoken as the echoes would carry in the tunnels. I heard a quiet pop as Martin drank his dark vision potion. I activated my tattoo, then decided against it as it gave off too much light. I pulled a similar portion from my ring and drank it. It would last for ten minutes. We each had three of the potions. Ska and Fiona didn’t need them.

Ska and Fiona ranged ahead by twenty feet. I didn’t want Fiona going too far ahead in case there was a trap specifically designed to capture or kill her.

The only thing that greeted us was rats. I would have considered these mutant rats prior to the System, but they were just very large rats. They scurried away as we approached. When we got to an intersection, Fiona would range ahead a short distance and then return.

It wasn’t the most effective way to get our bearings but it worked.

As we were moving down one corridor we heard a muffled blast followed by voices.

“I told you it was a bad idea to place mines in the tunnel, damn rats keep setting them off.”

“It’s better than spending all day down here in this stench.”

“Fuck this, let's go back to the barricade and get a drink. It’s not like we will see any action for some time. I hear that damn flying rock is still flying around the city waiting to shoot anything that pops its head out.”

“Yeah, just hope the boss man doesn’t catch us slacking off, you know how he gets.”

The other man chuckled. “Yeah, like he would dirty himself by coming down here.”

The voices moved farther away before they could no longer be clearly heard.

I looked toward Martin and mouthed Imp. A malicious smile crossed his face as he quietly cast his spell.

The dirty-green wart-covered creature crawled out of a black tar-like portal in the ground. Martin pointed down the tunnel and ordered the creature onward.

A minute later another explosion sounded, closer to us than the last time. Martin nodded and we continued down that tunnel.

***

“Fuckin hell, that’s the last of the mines. How many damn rats are down here,” Dylen wondered.

“Quiet… you hear that?” Rodney said, holding his hand up.

Dylen quieted down and he heard splashing.

The two looked at each other as the sound grew closer.

Dylen rushed over to the mounted machine gun and racked the slide. It wouldn’t stop a powerful foe but it would slow them down.

A small green creature stepped into the light and Dylen couldn’t help but laugh.

“Fuckin hell, got me all hot and bothered for a goblin. Should I even waste the bullets?”

“Don’t bother, I’ll cut it down with my sword.”

Rodney pulled his blade out and the two stepped out from behind the sandbag bunker. They were in one of the city's maintenance rooms, it was twenty feet wide with a stairway that led to the surface. It was also blessedly clear of sewage or water.

Rodney gave his sword a spin as he tromped over to gut the goblin. But he stopped as nearly a dozen more poured into the room, all rushing at him with murderous gazes all sharp teeth and claws. As they got closer, he realized they weren’t goblins at all.

He slashed two down with quick swipes of his blade but he was quickly overwhelmed as the creatures seemed to have no end in sight.

Dylen tossed a grenade into the pack of creatures that had already killed Rodney. He quickly realized his mistake. The explosion killed a dozen of the creatures when twenty-four spawned in their place.

He tried to fight them off using guns and magic but the more he killed the more that spawned. He was doing a fighting retreat when he tripped on the bottle of booze that had fallen to the floor in the chaos. He screamed as the creatures piled on top of him, tearing him apart.

A minute later four people walked into the room.

“Damn Martin, every time I see these little buggers, they impress me more. Any downside to them?”

“Yeah, every death reduces the uptime on this summon. They have about ten minutes left before they disappear.”

“Well, let's not waste any time.”

While our entrance didn’t go unnoticed, the volume of imps was enough to surprise the defenders. They cleared the first barrier and the second before winking out of existence. It allowed us to clear a path inside the building we had come out in. These were not the Black Dragon's A team, but they weren’t stupid. The fighting grew intense as magic and the sound of weapons filled the air.

Ska moved among the enemy like a wraith, critically wounding soldiers to take them out of the fight, even temporarily.

Fiona fought beside me, keeping three enemies occupied while I fought four. They didn’t last long when I activated Unstoppable Force and Blink Step. I simply used my staff as a ram, slamming into the surprised men like a locomotive. My momentum transferred into my targets, breaking bones and crushing organs.

One man thought he could stop me as he activated some skill that turned him into a walking pile of rocks. His fist slammed into my chest and his arm was turned into dust as I kept pushing forward, then I pushed through him. I think it was the sight of me covered in blood, after literally walking through someone, that caused the remaining enemies to decide this was far above their pay grade. The survivors tried to flee but Martin had covered the exit with his Breathe of Corruption spell. Anyone that survived that got hit by his whip, a Void Bolt, or his mana pistol.

While he hadn’t been adventuring in a month or so, he hadn’t let his skills deteriorate. None of the enemies had escaped and I quickly surveyed the room and checked on the location of our target.

“He’s not in this building, I can sense him a few buildings down.”

“They are going to be ready for us,” Martin added.

I smiled, “they aren’t going to be ready for this,” I said, raising my prosthetic hand.

***

Randy stood at a table, while his commanders rushed around issuing orders. Somehow that sneaky fuck had tricked them and gotten inside the shield. No matter, he knew it was always going to come down to a fight between him and this little pissant. He wasn’t afraid of the man, he had already easily bested him once. His forces might be depleted here in Chicago but once he dealt with this prick he would call in another group from New York. Everything there was stable so a skeleton crew could hold the city until he recruited more men. There were always people who yearned for power and he could give that to them.

The building shook and dust rained from the ceiling.

“Report!” he yelled.

“Sir, they have a portable mana cannon and have blown an entrance into the side of the building, bypassing the fortifications.”

“Goddammit, can’t those fuckers do anything right? Send a squad up to reinforce them. I'll be up in a minute.”

The man nodded and motioned for four men guarding the entrance to come with him. Randy strapped his sword and armor on, double-checking that he was set. He could hear screams from above as the building shook and the fighting raged on. He ran up the stairs with his last remaining members from the first attack on Paul Fuller. Over half had been killed in the escape from the city, and subsequent journey back to Chicago. Eventually, they had killed off all of the mole men that had been doggedly chasing them. But it hadn’t been without cost.

When Randy got to the top of the stairs, he surveyed the battlefield. There were dead everywhere but he still had ten men fighting against four and now he was joining with three more. Their damn flying fortress was out of the picture but he wasn’t about to underestimate his opponent.

“Two of you go keep that ghost bitch busy. The other come with me.”

            

    
        Chapter 124: Deciding battle

    
    
    
    
                The lobby we were in was a blood bath. I lost count of the people we had killed to get to this point. None had been elites, or above level twelve. Still, they had numbers and we had to fight every inch.

Martin’s summoned creature had done the majority of the work until it poofed away in a cloud of haze, the spell spent. Then we had to get dirty.

I deflected a sword strike aimed at my neck, smashing my staff across the offender's face to the sound of shattering bone.

It was easy to see how my additional ten stat points - from levels alone - had me head and shoulders above anyone under level twenty. Even the level sixteen Blade Guardian I was currently fighting was hard-pressed. His skill with a blade was far superior to my skill but he couldn’t match my speed or strength.

My staff snapped out, tearing through the air with an audible crack as the warrior tried to deflect my strike with his buckler. Metal met metal and his buckler lost, caving in and snapping the man's arm. He cried out and tried to take a step back but I fired an Arcane Bolt right into his face.

That had been the tipping point as the man dropped his sword and tried to grab for a health injector. I jammed my staff forward, the sharp spike at the end tearing into his crotch. A spurt of blood flew out as the man let out a high-pitched squeak before collapsing to the ground. I had activated my staff’s enchantment on that last strike, really giving him something to think about. If the blood loss didn’t kill him I would come back or one of the others would do it for me.

I just needed him out of the fight, I spotted my quarry coming up a set of stairs with more reinforcements. I didn’t even have time to see what ability I had taken from the downed fighter. I whipped my staff back, flinging the blood off. I hadn’t used any Imbue on my staff because I wanted to see what worked the best against my main target. Not that it was needed beforehand.

Randy spotted me immediately. He yelled some orders at his underlings and they split into two groups, one heading my way and the other heading for Fiona.

“Heads up!” I yelled.

The others were engaged in their own fights but they would know what this meant. I had to trust them to take care of themselves, I couldn’t spare any concentration to heal or check on them.

Randy and his underling ran toward me and I spared a second to use Identify on the two.

Sebastian | Blade God/Six armed Tyrant | 21/14

Randy Cotton | Fate Spinner / Tempusmec | 22/17

My first thought was ‘what the hell is a six-armed tyrant’ but that was quickly squashed by the man growing four more limbs and the fact that Randy had lost a level. It had to be that damn skill of his, he had used it again to get me up here before I was ready. That explained the weird feelings I had been experiencing. Still, this wasn’t going to be an easy fight.

I started laughing and that seemed to only enrage the six-armed man as he rushed at me with some dash ability. Six deadly-looking blades appeared in his hands. I didn’t back away as I cast my Area of Denial, Blink Step, Unstoppable Force, Wings of the Falcon, and Reverberating Strike.

The man was large, world champion weightlifter large, and he seemed even larger, wearing full metal armor. But that meant nothing as I slammed into him at full speed, ignoring his swords, thanks to my shield spell. Reverberating Stike rendered all of his armor useless as I crashed into him at a ridiculous speed, thanks to my base twenty agility that was boosted by my buff, then tripled by the Blink Step spell.

There was a resounding crash of metal as the man’s armor caved in, the enchantments not being able to endure the abuse. I wasn’t even slowed down as I came out the other side, my shield coated in his blood and remaining organs.

I smiled as it was the first time I had seen doubt creep into Randy Cotton’s eyes. He had sent his man in to soften me up and waste my energy but I had dealt with him in under two seconds.

I didn’t waste the time as I blurred toward Randy. He threw out some item that popped up a magical barrier as he dodged to the side. The shield cracked like thin glass as I rocketed through it. He hadn’t been my target though as I continued my charge toward two people fighting Fiona.

I plowed into both of them, the effect not quite as spectacular. One had his arm torn off as he turned in my direction, just in time for me to impact him. The second had been shoved forward. Fiona cut them both down as they tried to recover and I turned my charge, sprinting back toward Randy.

I was still laughing, or I should say laughing again. I had to pop a mana injector but the cost was worth it. I could already see the effect Maddening Laugh was having on the enemies. They were getting sloppier and more reckless in their attacks, allowing the others to capitalize.

Unstoppable Force ran out a few seconds before I reached Randy. He was prepared, his sword jabbing out with lightning-quick speed. I didn’t try to block the attack, I flung my off-hand out with Orb of Darkness. He saw the attack but choose to stay the course. His sword popped my Area of Denial bubble and then went through my armor shield. He had aimed for the leather-clad area and the sword penetrated deep into my side, right before he yanked it out with a vicious grin.

I grinned back, activating Reflect.

He clutched his side and stumbled back as a gaping wound opened in his torso. I glanced at my notification to see what curse was activated.

Curse of Feeblemind applied

The man was quick to recover, his wound vanishing before my eyes. It didn’t heal, it simply went away, as if it had never existed in the first place.

I swore under my breath. I had hoped to use that as an opener to soften him up. But he was lunging at me less than a second later and it took all my attention to deflect his attacks. My agility was high but even with my buff, his was still higher. I now really wished that the curse had been on his agility. I could only hope that the negative five to his Intelligence and negative three to his Wisdom, swung the fight in my favor.

Our battle was one of silence, punctuated by brief moments of extreme violence. Ice now coated my staff along with lightning. We had each scored a few superficial wounds on the other but our ability to heal or negate the damage left us looking unharmed, save for the blood.

Randy was faster but not as strong as I was but he made up for that in his fighting skill, which was extremely refined. I had a hard time blocking his strikes as he weaved his damn skills into his attacks. When I thought I had a successful block, I would hit empty air, only for the sword to come darting in to tear at my body.

My armor was up to the challenge in most cases, the Mithril and leather doing their best to keep my insides… in. Randy had similar quality armor, only with a solid plate across his breast. It wasn’t shielded like mine but it was enchanted. Despite that enchantment, my staff left dents and long gouges in the protective metal. Randy knew enough not to try and block my strikes, not that he needed to, he was like a damn snake, dodging in and out before I could deal a solid blow. His enchanted armor seemed to nullify my magical effects as no ice or lightning got through when I hit those areas.

Any time we broke apart, Randy would send his sword bolts toward my jaw, trying to keep me from casting. I returned the attacks in kind, whipping out Shockwaves and Stunning Gusts. I had tried to use other spells but the man simply sidestepped my Earth-based attacks.

The man glowed a golden color and leaped towards me. I was forced to cast Blink Step to avoid a wall of strikes, all seeming to punch through the space I had recently occupied. I thought I was safe but a weird feeling overcame me as I found myself standing in that space once more, the attack already here.

I stumbled back, blood gushing from my mouth as I clutched one of the holes. I activated Healing Touch to stem the damage as Randy raced toward me, ready to finish me off. I grimaced but raised my hand, the three additional fingers snapping into place to activate the mana cannon.

I fired the weapon and the world blurred again, this time Randy was back and off to the side, out of the path of the concentrated beam of death. He snarled in outrage, rushing back in.

I used the hand in shield mode to fend off the attacks but his sword punched through the magical metal with ease, turning it into scrap in short order. I was still trying to heal the damage from his one attack, it was quite severe, when he sliced half the metal hand away. The remaining fingers went flying off.

“Now… you die!”

Randy readied for another attack to skewer me when something punched through his chest from behind.

***

Randy grunted from the cold radiating pain. But he had prepared for this. He activated a magical item… and frowned when the cold didn’t go away. He looked down, he expected to see a ghostly sword sticking through his ribs, not an actual metal sword. He gripped the end in a vice-like grip as he swung around, wrenching it out of his attacker's grasp. His hand was protected by his magical gauntlet.

His eyes blinked in confusion for a second as he saw the solid form of a woman, one he knew to be dead. He lashed out with his blade, intending to cut the bitch in half, but she faded into smoky mist and floated away. The blade, however, stayed stuck in his gut. He cast his last remaining heal spell, Reverse Fate. The sword vanished and his wound closed up. It wasn’t as good as his other spell Deny Time but it was just as effective. He whipped back around and his eyes went wide.

***

I hadn’t wasted the time Fiona bought me. I stored my broken prosthetic and replaced it with my new one. The enchantment made the lifelike facsimile blend perfectly with my skin. Only the additional weight would give it away.

I activated the mana cannon, the palm splitting open as the mana charged the gem. I didn’t wait on the focusing fields to stabilize as I ran toward Randy. I saw him turn as I lifted my hand toward his face. His eyes went wide as I released the stored energy. The blast was like a shotgun instead of a concentrated beam and the impact sent us both flying apart.

I groaned as I picked myself up. I spotted my target twenty feet away. Half his face and upper shoulder had been melted away by my attack, but still, the son of a bitch clung to life.

I saw him pull something from his ring, it looked like C4. He looked at me and went to cock his hand back to throw the explosive compound my way.

I thought that was a dumb choice of item to pull out as I cast Wall of Thorns on him. He gave a look of befuddlement as the explosive got stuck on one of the thorns. After that, I simply hit the area with an Arcane Bolt.

There was a loud boom as the baseball-sized explosive went off, turning Randy into spaghetti. My ears rang from being so close to the blast but other than a few points of damage from debris, I was ok. I was now extremely grateful that the curse had lowered his intelligence. I doubt he would have taken that action had he been at his full faculties. I got up and brushed myself off. There were still a few people left fighting.

The battle didn’t last much longer once I was freed up. I healed both Ska and Martin and helped them finish off their opponents. Fiona had risked a lot to stab Randy in the back, almost dying as she fled her fight. I saw what she had become and I was going to have to ask her about that, but not now.

Not everyone came out of the fight unscathed. Ska had lost an arm during the battle. He had enough presence of mind to stop the bleeding and I was able to reattach the limb with my healing. He would have to take it easy for a few days though to let the bone harden. Fiona was near death as well, due to her suicidal charge to try and distract Randy but if she stayed incorporeal her wounds would heal.

Martin had been the least injured out of all of us. His shield bubble kept the attacks at bay for most of the fighting and when it did finally fall, he was left fighting only two of the weaker opponents. It appeared that not many people had counters to his dark occult abilities.

I looked around the once-proud building, it was a wreck. Steel pillars were exposed, spells and attacks having whittled away large chunks of the surrounding concrete and marble.

We quickly looted the remains and left the building. But not before I set dwarven explosives on the pillars. I didn’t want anything left behind to be scavenged.

It took us the better part of two hours to clear the remaining forces from under the shield dome. I was tired but relieved. I looked at the two abilities I had stolen from Randy and his companion.

Charge: Charge across a forty-foot distance at double your movement speed. Cost 50 Stamina. Cooldown 10 min

Time Shudder: Rewind or fast forward time by one second. Time catches up to us all, but it will catch up to you much quicker. Cost 25 Stamina. Cooldown 30s

Charge was a simple skill but I could definitely fit it into my repertoire. More speed meant more damage. Time Shudder was probably the skill Randy had been using to throw off the timing of his attacks. The ability was powerful in its simplicity but I didn’t care for the flavor text. Did that mean every time I used it I was shaving away at my lifespan? How would I even know?

I decided to shelve that skill until I learned more. Maybe Victoria the pixie could shed some light on the subject. It would also be good to check in on Old Man Trumbo and Frathsar since we were in the general area. I looked at my level and notices, man wouldn’t they be surprised when they saw me next.

Congratulations, the Mana System has recognized your unique achievement and unlocked the second tier of your Strength attribute

Congratulations, the Mana System has recognized your unique achievement and unlocked the second tier of your Endurance attribute

Unfortunately, I had been busy at the time and didn’t know what achievement had unlocked the attributes. If I had to guess one, it would be the man-meat-tunnel I created. That sure seemed like something strength-based. Endurance had me stumped though.

Paul Fuller | Mantra Enchanter/Maw of the Void | Level 20/14

The extended fighting had rocketed my second class all the way to fourteen. I looked at the other three, everyone had gained a level. Martin was now eighteen as was Fiona. Ska had hit nineteen but I knew that last level to twenty was a slog.

I levered myself off the broken car I had used as a bench.

“Hey Fiona, Catch,” I said, tossing her sword and scabbard through the air toward her.

I watched her turn from her incorporeal form into a flesh and blood woman, similar to what she had been when she was alive. I raised my eyebrow and she gave me a sheepish grin.

“You and Martin need some alone time?”

Her face went red and I laughed. It felt like a weight had been lifted from my shoulder after the battle.

“Come on, let's go visit some old friends,” I said, clapping her on the shoulder and giving her a much-deserved and overdue hug.

            

    
        Chapter 125: The return

    
    
    
    
                We walked out of the rubble-strewn area of Chicago where the dome shield had covered. The emitter was now safely tucked into my storage ring. I had to find a clear spot to call back the fortress for it to land.

“So,” Martin said, “I see your hand grew back, was that because you killed the guy that cut it off?”

I gave him a confused look before I remembered I had my new prosthetic on. “No,” I chuckled, deactivating the meld runes and pulling the hand away.

Melding the mithril alloy hand with my skin, nerves, and bones was not a pleasant experience but it was less painful than getting a hand cut off.

I handed him the hand so he could admire the workmanship. It had cost me forty thousand credits to get it made by a master craftsman. And even then that was only for an unenchanted hunk of metal that could mimic all of the movements of a normal hand and wrist. The hand looked to be made of tiny scales and I had no clue how the crafter had assembled it but it was a thing of beauty.

It also incorporated the six rails that extended from within the palm. Those are what I had spent the majority of time carving my runes into. The rest of the runes allowed my mana to flow through the device to activate it like my real hand, then there was the Odin rune again, but this time I had connected it to a rune tattooed near my stump. When the lines of the knots met the runes activated covering the hand with the false image of my skin. It also activated the other runes that melded the two together. Once the process was complete I no longer had to run a trickle of mana to the hand. Unless I wanted to use it.

I hadn’t wanted to use it in the fight if I could help it but I thought I might need the additional dexterity the hand could provide. Turns out there was a learning curve with the device and I was glad I had only needed to activate the hidden mana cannon. The weapon wasn’t nearly as powerful as the cobbled-together one I had created before but it was more than enough.

“Wow,” Martin said, whistling in appreciation as he inspected the hand. “So this is what you were working on?”

Paul’s Left Hand

Quality: Masterwork

Armor: 42

Slashing resistance: 80%

Stabbing resistance: 90%

Blunt resistance: 60%

Cold resistance: 80%

Heat resistance: 60%

Magic resistance: 5%

Lightning resistance: -25%

This item was crafted by a master to be a fully functional replacement for a missing limb. Runes have been added by an advanced rune crafter to give life to this item. Contains a chargeable mana cannon. Item has the ability to self-repair given time. This item is soul bonded to Paul Fuller and cannot be used by another.

I did give up some utility by using this hand over my old one, not that my old one was in any condition to be used. The bonuses on the new hand more than made up for it. It was too bad the stats only applied to the hand itself. I would need to be careful of lightning but my Elemental Defence negated most of that downside.

Martin handed the hand back to me as I reattached it with a grimace. I flexed the fingers woodenly, still getting used to the odd feeling. There was some minor damage on it from my reckless use of the cannon at close range but I could already see the bits of metal reforming. Once my camouflage covered it up it looked like a normal hand and I couldn’t tell it was damaged.

Martin whistled again. “I bet you spent a good chunk on that. Did you do all the runes up yourself?”

“Yup, it took forever and was a pain in the ass.”

“You know I might have to get you to make me a weapon. The pistol is nice but at our level, it is getting less and less useful as it just can't deal the damage necessary.”

“Yeah, I can do that. Were going to visit some friends and there is a Bazaar in the city. How does a demonic staff sound?”

Martin chuckled. “Sounds fantastic. Fear the satanic Martin and his demonic minions!” he yelled, throwing his arms into the air.

I laughed while Fiona and Ska looked at us like we had lost our minds.

The fortress touched down with a crunch, settling on the rubble pile that had once been a building. We all climbed about, exhaustion getting to us. Before I shut the door I activated the explosives.

There were three distant booms followed by a cloud of dust as the building came crashing down a few blocks away.

I gave the city one last look, closing the door and hoping I would never have to return to this pit of despair.

***

We slowly floated across Lake Superior, heading north. I wasn’t in any hurry to return to my old home and I needed some time to think and unwind.

Fiona plopped into the chair to the side, surprising me and pulling me from my contemplation. It wasn’t surprising that she was in here, but that she was in her … I want to say mortal form, human form… I didn’t really know.

“So,” I said, waving my arm at her, “how often can you do this?”

It had been a few hours since we had left Chicago and I knew at some point she had changed back into her spectral form to heal.

“Two hours a day, for now.”

“Oh… so you can tell it will increase?”

She shrugged, “it’s a strange sense I get. It feels like my humanity is slowly returning.”

“That’s good though, right?”

She looked uncertain. “I- I don’t know. Even now, I don’t feel like I did back when I was alive. My skills from back then are gone, but I still have my skill with a sword.”

I guess it made sense, she wasn’t the same class as she had been back then. Identify still showed her as a Spectral Companion, even in this form.

“Does it matter? You are you, no matter what your skills say.”

“I guess not, but some part of me expected them to return and when they didn’t I felt a bit lost.”

The conversation went on for a bit before I changed the subject.

“I know I’m interesting and all but how come you aren’t spending your “uptime” with Martin?”

Her face turned beet red and I realized, I hadn’t seen her or Martin since we left Chicago a good hour before she came to chat. I choked out a laugh, forgetting that she had come from a world much more chaste than ours. Sure she had picked up some of our mannerisms along the way but she was still a shy maiden at heart.

She slapped me across the shoulder.

I gave her my sternest voice. “Now young lady is that any way to act. My god, what would your paramour think if he saw you acting like a brute?”

She just rolled her eyes and got up, “I’m going to go now.”

“Say hi to Martin for me,” I added with a wave. I heard her groan as she left. It felt good to tease her for a change. It was about time she got a taste of her own medicine for playing tricks on me all this time.

***

The trip was uneventful. We passed the remains of Milwaukee, it smelled of death and decay even far out over the water. Not a single thing moved within the ruins of the town. After that, I cut the fortress back overland. I could see the massive forest of the Kin and the grassy zone that separated the halves. I wondered if Klara was still alive. I would go and say hi but I had no idea where their city was located. All I could see were trees.

Dragons Rend came into sight within a few hours and from there I just followed the river north.

Through the remote viewer, I had spotted plenty of life. I saw the unmistakable signs of Orc hunters. I hadn’t expected to see them this far south but perhaps they had moved north from that other tribe.

There were no human settlements as far as I could see. This wasn’t a complete surprise, it had been what… seven, no eight months since I had been here. God, it felt like a lifetime ago. In most cases, it might as well have been. I was a different person than I was back then. Back then I thought I was hot shit, able to take on any opponent and get away. How fucking wrong and stupid I had been. That ignorance had cost my only companion her life. Even though she was back it still made me regret many of my choices.

Ska and Martin had joined me in the control room as we got closer. They could all watch the viewer through their own eyes, it kind of gave a weird out-of-body experience. But you quickly got used to it. Fiona had returned to her spirit form, having exhausted her time as a human. Martin said she wanted some alone time and she had moved to the roof.

I understood, I wouldn’t feel all that good about returning to the scene of my death either.

The town came into view in the distance. Even from here, I could see it had changed significantly since I had last been here. Large stone walls now sprouted up along the old highway, surrounding the entire town as far as I could see. I knew if the walls continued along the highway, a large section of town would be left exposed but perhaps they had no choice.

I knew the fight with the Black Dragon had decimated a large chunk of the fighting forces within the city. Hell, I didn’t even know if Earth humans still controlled the city. The picture became clearer as we neared the city wall. Our cloak was hiding us from view. I could clearly see humans along the walls but the flag they were flying definitely wasn’t one I had seen before.

It wasn’t until Fiona re-entered that we knew what we were dealing with.

“It’s the flag of the Asharon Kingdom,” she growled.

I had to think back on that one, “… wait, isn’t that your kingdom’s flag?”

She nodded.

“I thought they could only afford to send one person through the portal.”

“It appears they found the funding necessary or they flat out lied to me.”

“Any idea of what type of reception we can expect?”

She shook her head. I wasn’t surprised. I looked at the many many mana cannons that lined the top of the wall and pulled the fortress back and to the west.

“I’m going to put us down north of the city but well outside of these walls. We can reach the town by mount easily enough.”

The others nodded, seeing the same excess of cannons along the wall as I did. I also activated one of my message tokens, sending it off to Frathsar. Hopefully, he would be in town and could reply. I didn’t care that Fiona’s kingdom had annexed the city but I didn’t want a repeat of the incident with the Mohai Council and West Exit if I could avoid it. Frathsar would be instrumental in providing us information on that front… assuming he was around.

            

    
        Chapter 126: Old acquaintances

    
    
    
    
                We touched down in an old quarry I knew about. It wasn’t as big or as deep as I would like but it did the job of hiding the fortress.

We were preparing to leave and I was getting a feel for my new hand when Frathsar’s reply arrived.

Good tidings old friend. Much has changed in your absence but the city still stands and is safe to enter. Ask the gate guard to point you to Frathsar’s Fine Goods. I remain open until sundown. I hope to see you soon.

Well, it's good to know he was still around and had apparently opened his own shop. I doubt he would expect us tonight though. I looked at the sky and estimated we had three or four hours until sundown.

We approached the city by the same bridge we had used the last time Fiona and I had entered. I was riding Bella and Martin had purchased an Arabian horse. It was quite the equine, its mane was silver gold and it had a dappled hide to match the coloring. I would have mistaken it for a regular horse if it wasn’t for the blood-red eyes.

Abyssal Thoroughbred

Unlike Bella, this was a summoned creature. Ska walked as he normally did but he gave the horse a wide birth. Bella chittered at him in amusement as he hissed back at her.

We approached the gate at a slow trot, not wanting to spook the guards. At least ten sets of eyes tracked us as we crossed the bridge. I guess traffic at this time of day was light as we were the only group coming across.

A guard halted us.

“State your name and business for visiting Durbinton.”

I wanted to roll my eyes at the name change to the town but I replied with my name and that we were here to visit the Bazaar and meet with old friends.

A magical item noted our information and the guard told us not to cause any trouble while we were here.

He didn’t look put off by our levels, then again maybe they didn’t use identify on us. I know Fiona had said it was rude to do so in her world. That didn’t stop me from using it on the guard though.

Valiencis | Bulwark Guardian | Level 15

It was a respectable level going by Fiona’s country's standards. She had been what, level twelve when we met.

What the group didn’t notice was someone had used Identify on them and was now running to report to their boss. This boss was someone Fiona would have instantly recognized.

***

Lord Durbin lounged in his reading room, glass half full of some vintage local wine that was rather delightful. At first, he had been incensed at being ordered to come to this backwater planet for the sole purpose of contacting a few city guards that had been pulled over.

The indignity of it was almost more than he could stomach. But upon arriving he found that the town around the Bazaar had been sacked and his guide missing or dead. Seeing an opportunity he contacted his father and after expending sizable resources, they managed to teleport a decent-sized force to secure the city and fortify it.

While he still felt it was a backwater, he wasn’t blind to the untapped resources that abounded. He was now magistrate of the city, after bringing all the remaining malcontents into line. The final remaining hurdle had been some old hag. But she was won over eventually. Everyone wanted something and he was able to offer that to her.

Durbin was happy, the land was fertile, and other than the winters was rather mild. The Orc tribes that roamed the areas around the city were easy enough to deal with for his men and usually enough to get the rowdy adventurers to leave and cause trouble amongst them. So when his butler knocked on the door, Durbin frowned.

“Why are you disturbing me, Gunther?”

“Pardon, my Lord. One of your watchers is here with a report.”

Durbin sat up in his chair, setting his glass on the table off to the side. There were few reasons a watcher would disturb him, and none of them were usually good. “Very well, send him in.”

“At once, my Lord.”

A minute later a guard entered. He was wearing the standard leather armor of his scout forces but this man was also a part of the watchers, a group of men he had personally picked to keep an eye out for possible issues.

The man saluted before coming forward.

“Report.”

“A group of three people entered the city around an hour ago. All above level eighteen.”

This got Durbin’s interest. People of that level were rare from his world, besides himself being level twenty-two in his main class and level twelve in his second class, there were no guards that had been over level fourteen when they arrived.

“Give me specific levels and classes.”

The guard passed along the information and Durbin understood why the man had come to him immediately. He had to wonder why a man at level twenty in his main class and fourteen in his second class was up in this area. The local dungeons sure weren’t high enough to bring someone of that level, let alone the monsters.

“Thank you, you may return to your post.”

“My Lord,” the man replied with a stiff salute as he exited the room.

“Gunther, fetch the messenger.”

***

The guard had given directions to Frathar’s shop. It took a good twenty minutes to get there as it was in the old downtown area. The same area that housed the Bazaar and where the battle for the city and subsequent capture of myself, and the death of Fiona had occurred. We did ride past the building where she died. All signs of damage seemed to have been cleaned up, even that rampant magma elemental was gone, although those scars still remained.

The city was quite a bit more lively than the last time we were here. Even the undertone of hopelessness and despair was long forgotten as people seemed to move on with their lives after the system.

The shop in question wasn’t hard to spot. Like his old cart, the shop was covered in colorful flags and signs. Another surprise was the lights. It seemed that someone had managed to partially repair the electrical grid as the street lights and buildings all started to come alive as evening arrived. I dismounted and stored Bella - much to her complaint - before our group walked into the brightly lit store.

A magical chime dinged, letting the proprietor know that someone had arrived.

I heard a familiar voice from a few aisles over. “I will be with you in a moment, please feel free to browse.”

I couldn’t help smiling. This had been the first person, well dragonkin, that had shown me any hospitality after the System arrived.

A few minutes went by before the other customer left. “Sorry about the wait, what can I- … by the gods, Paul, I didn’t expect you here tonight. How are you?”

“I’m good, Frathsar. This is Martin and Ska, good friends of mine.”

“Well, any friend of Paul’s is a paying customer,” he said with a toothy smile. “What about Fiona Clark, I must say Commander Smithson has been quite irate about not hearing from you in so long. I managed to talk him out of sending a contractor to retrieve you, but just barely.”

I winced at this news. “Yeah, I’ll let her tell you about that, perhaps after you’re closed up?”

“Well, no time like the present. I have no more customers in the store… unless you three wish to purchase something?”

“Perhaps later,” I added, cutting off any other reply.

“Fair enough. Give me a minute to lock up. We can head upstairs to my home.”

Frathsar’s home was quite nice. It was a converted three-story building with the bottom two floors being part of the store. I didn’t recall what used to be housed in this building, not that it really mattered.

“Please, sit. Would anyone like refreshments?”

“Water is fine with me.”

Martin asked for water as well, but Ska asked for milk.

The house was decorated much like his store. Colorful items were everywhere, leaving little living space. The sudden thought of creating a show called System hoarders popped into my head and I chuckled internally.

“So, is Fiona going to be joining us?”

“She's already here,” I replied.

“Oh, must be a powerful stealth ability to get past my items.”

Fiona became visible a few seconds later, standing behind Martin.

Frathsar didn’t seem fazed by her appearance. “Oh… so not invisibility. Well, I certainly see the issue. Sorry about your death, young one.”

Fiona nodded, then began to recount the story about how she ended up this way.

It took around an hour for Fiona to tell the story and Frathsar was attentive the entire time. He didn’t seem surprised in the least. Or if he was I couldn’t tell.

“That does make things difficult. I assume you are planning on visiting the Commander?”

We nodded.

“I can’t imagine this will put him in a good mood, but with your levels, I don’t see him making too much of a fuss. When Lord Durbin took control of this town-“

“Wait… Lord Durbin took control?” Fiona asked.

“Oh, you weren’t aware. Yes. He arrived shortly after the battle, or so I heard. With his father’s assistance, he brought over twenty guards and five Earth mages. By the time I arrived, he had already forced most of the locals to capitulate to his rule. Not that it harmed them any, they are actually doing quite well, but you know how it is, some people resent being seen as conquered. That was where his little watchers came in. Spys and assassins mostly. They helped keep the fighting to a minimum. After that, the walls went up.”

“Weasly little bastards,” Fiona hissed. “they told me it was too expensive to send more than one person through.”

“It is rather pricy, but the cost of controlling a city of this size as well as access to a Bazaar was seen as a worthwhile investment. I can’t say that I would have done anything differently, had I been in the Lord’s shoes.”

“So, is the Commander here then?” I asked.

“Um… no. The thing is when Lord Durbin took the town, he sent a messenger to Commander Smithson. Essentially he wrote off the entire Garrison and told them they were on their own. I fear part of that was my fault. The Lord asked me to tell him about the conditions of the town and the route to get there. As far as I know, the Commander still flies the flag of Asharon, and who knows what will transpire in the future. The Commander is extremely loyal to the kingdom and Lord Durbin is really only representing the Duke, not the King.”

“Politics,” I muttered.

“Indeed. So, now you know what happened here, how about you fill me in on your adventures.”

I did, but I left out the really dark parts. Nobody wanted to hear about or relive those.

“Are you four planning on staying long?”

“No, probably only for a few nights. Then we will head north to see the Commander. After that, we have to return to Texas.”

“I must say, I am fascinated with the thing you call the Fortress. Would you mind if I tagged along with you to see the Commander? Perhaps my influence will help soothe his temper.”

“Sure. Let's say the day after tomorrow.”

“Excellent, excellent. I recommend the hotels down the street. With the return of electricity, they are fabulous. I must say the comforts of your world are divine.”

“Thanks… I guess. By the way, who managed to restore the power?”

“I’m not entirely sure. All I know is it is someone local the Lord hired.”

Ska and Martin had been mostly quiet, letting me catch up with my old friend. They did chat a bit with Frathsar and he somehow talked them into buying something. I had a good chuckle at this. Frathsar was Frathsar, and he wouldn’t be a Merchant Extraordinaire if he didn’t at least try. I was pretty sure the only reason he excluded me from his attempts at making a sale was that I had saved his life.

            

    
        Chapter 127: Dinner invite

    
    
    
    
                After leaving Frathar’s shop we headed to the hotel. It was still a bit weird to see most of the electric street lamps running. There were a few that were dark and some were missing completely. I could only assume it was damage from battle or from them sitting around for so long unused.

Part of me wanted to see what remained of my old house, but I knew it had been torched in anger after Fiona and I had escaped the first time. I decided that digging through the past was a lost cause and decided to leave it be and look toward the future.

We decided on two separate rooms. One for Ska and me and the other for Fiona and Martin. Her relationship with Martin was like an open secret, everyone knew but nobody spoke about it. Well, except me when I ribbed Fiona about it. I had gotten my sweet revenge so there was no point for me to keep hounding her over it. I was happy for the two.

The beds were nice, not super nice but nice. They weren’t pre-system manufactured beds. I imagined those had not faired well in the abandoned hotel. I wondered who had decided to keep it running after the system but decided that tracking down that sort of information was pointless and a waste of my time.

Unless the person that ran the place had a beef with me or I with them I saw no upside to having this info. Which reminded me that I needed to use my reaper title to scan for Stygian Order members.

After concentrating for a bit I got a weak hit far to the south, near the edge of my range. It vanished shortly after.

***

Stone was inspecting the fallout of the Chicago disaster. Nobody had predicted either side to walk away from this conflict alive but that was the problem with predictions, they weren’t a hundred percent accurate.

For the most part, their order didn’t involve themselves. Only when things started to spiral out of control did they get involved, as they did early on in the Chicago and New York conflicts. Mainly to weaken the efforts of the Black Dragons, leading to their predicted downfall. It happened much faster than they had predicted though and it was a scramble to keep everything from falling apart. It also earned them the enmity of a focal point or someone whom predictions seemed to gravitate around.

The predictions had been ninety-eight percent certain both parties would meet their ends at this battle. Having a prediction be that high was rare, and the only other time a prediction had gotten to that point was with the Entarior locusts.

That little mishap had prompted the council to authorize the use of a nuclear weapon to be deployed. Stone had seen to the deployment herself. None of the frightened townsfolk had even known she was there. She simply popped out through a portal, set the device, and left through the same portal. It had worked, successfully eliminating the threat but the cost was high.

Not that she wouldn’t sacrifice a million lives to save the planet. Hell, their order had doomed billions when they activated the System node ahead of schedule. It had been another necessary step to preventing organizations like the Black Dragon and others from fulfilling even more vile plans for the planet. Stone was shaken out of her ruminations when she fell through a portal. She hit the ground with a thump.

“What the hell!”

“Sorry, Councilor Stone, we had to pull you out, you were detected,” a worried technician said.

“Detected, detected by what?” she asked, not having spotted a single person within the city.

“Our analysts are trying to figure that out, but for safety sake, we decided it was prudent to pull you back.”

She brushed her clothes off as she stood. “Fine, I need to make a report anyway. Let me know what the analysts determine.”

***

Sleep came quickly and for the first time in a long time, I didn’t wake in the middle of the night, clutching my weapon. Not that it wasn’t close by. The shower was hot, an unexpected surprise, but it wasn’t as opulent it may have been. I mean the fortress had hot showers as well. But I imagined people would pay just for the shower alone.

I stepped out of the shower and was going to put my armor back on when I remembered it was still covered in blood. With a sigh, I headed back to the bathroom and began scrubbing the blood out of the armor. I made a mental note to tip the hotel staff for the inconvenience of having to clean up after me.

I was about to Imbue my staff with fire to help dry my armor when my gaze settled on the hairdryer. I walked over and clicked the power button and it hummed to life. Something about this simple act just made me so happy and I whistled a tune while I dried my armor.

I heard Ska groan in the other room. My whistling must have woken him up. He declined a shower, having cleaned off in the fortress. At least his hair had started growing out. He looked less like a mange-ridden cat with each day.

We exited the room and I knocked on Martin’s door.

“Go away,” he groaned.

I chuckled. “We will meet you downstairs for breakfast, get your ass in gear.”

I heard something thump against the door as Fiona replied. “We’ll be down in half an hour.”

The hotel had elevators but I wasn’t about to put my trust in them so we walked down the stairs and headed toward the bar slash café. My eyes fell on a man wearing frilly clothing and looking a bit overdressed. He was heading toward us but I didn’t see any weapons. Not that I wasn’t ready to pull my own out with a thought and pummel the man with my staff. I decided to use Identify… and got nothing. Weird.

The man stopped a few feet away and held out a paper card of some sort. “Pardon me, Sir, Lord Durbin would like to invite you and your acquaintances to dinner tonight. I will be your escort to dinner if you choose to accept this invitation.”

I eyed the unidentified man with caution but snapped the paper out of his hand with a quick grab. Seeing that its duty was fulfilled, the man popped, like a damn soap bubble, leaving nothing behind.

“Projection of some sort,” I mumbled.

Ska agreed, growling in annoyance.

The hotel staff behind the counter had watched the whole affair, eyes wide.

“Hey, you behind the counter, do you know who that was?”

“Hum… oh, that… that was the Lord’s messenger.”

Guess you can’t kill the messenger for delivering bad news if the messenger isn’t there. I looked at the card, it was indeed just a simple handwritten invitation to dine with his grace Lord Fancypants. I would talk with Fiona and Martin about it during breakfast. They were the diplomatic ones out of the bunch, not I.

***

“So, what do you two think?” I asked, over breakfast. Fiona and Martin had taken over forty minutes to come down but we weren’t in a rush.

“Well, in my world it wouldn’t be possible to refuse an invitation from a noble. I can’t imagine him having any ill intent though, otherwise, he would just have had the city guard round us up and toss us in jail.”

“Unless he thinks we’re too strong to do that,” Martin added.

Fiona let out a slight laugh. “Don’t get so high and mighty Mr. level eighteen. Kingdoms have ways of dealing with higher leveled individuals. You saw one deterrent on the walls.”

Fiona was right, anyone with a modicum of mana and even those without could use the weapons. I wasn’t sure I would survive a full-power attack from one of those things.

“Do you think we should go?” I asked.

She shrugged. “He probably wants something.”

“Well, we might as well go. Honestly, if Martin weren’t here I would just leave, but since he is, we can put him to work,” I added, smiling at my friend.

“Oh, ha…ha, make a poor guy work when he should be enjoying a vacation.”

I was going to make a quip about resting when you were dead, but with Fiona around, I thought it was in poor taste and kept the thought to myself. “Why do you think I brought you along, it sure wasn’t so you could bogart all of Fiona’s free time. Speaking of, will you have any available today to join us at the dinner?”

Her face turned beet red and that was enough answer for me.

“Ahem… anyway, I have to visit the Bazaar to speak with some people. Anyone care to join me?”

I got three negative replies and huffed. “Fine, I’ll meet you guys… and gal, back here around six. That should be plenty of time to get ready for this dinner.”

This Bazaar was much as I remembered it. It took me a good hour to find Victoria’s stall though.

“Hey Victoria, how’s my favorite skill seller and pixie doing?”

“Oh… it’s you. You here to mock my store again, or to buy?” the pixie asked.

“Ouch… that was like eight months ago.”

“…”

“I said I was sorry, back then,” Actually I can’t remember if I did apologize to her. “Anyway, I have a few questions about some skills I picked up.”

That was probably not the right thing to say as her attitude turned sour.

I tried to placate the glowing pixie woman. “Slow down, don’t get mad. I didn’t buy them from another vendor, I got them as part of my class.”

She stared at me intently for a second. “Hmm, Maw of the Void, not a class I am familiar with. What skill did you have a question about… and this information isn’t free. A thousand credits per skill.”

I hid a wince and paid the woman. “It’s a skill called Time Shudder. Does it have any harmful effects?”

“You shouldn’t have that skill,” she said, looking at me strangely, “what kind of class is your second class?”

“Um… I would prefer not to say.”

“Fine,” she harumphed, “it’ll cost you another thousand then.”

This time I grumbled my displeasure as I handed over the money. That seemed to pacify her.

“The answer to your question is yes.”

“… um, could you elaborate?”

“Hum fine. You can’t alter time without first taking it from somewhere else. Where do you think that time comes from?”

“But what about extended lifespan from having high endurance?”

She chuckled at this, “where did you hear nonsense like that. At most you may live a few years longer, depending on your race. Unless of course you break through your racial barrier to tier two. Even then it only adds a couple of decades.”

“So it’s too dangerous to use,” I mumbled.

“Hardly,” she said, flying around my head like a mosquito, “I doubt you could use it enough to shave a significant portion off of your lifespan.”

“Thanks… I guess. What about fate-based skills?”

“What about them?” she asked coyly, flying back to sit on her bench.

I handed her some more money and she smiled.

“Stay away from those, they are far more dangerous than time-based abilities. And only a complete fool would mix the two together.”

“Why is that?”

“Gods mainly. They don’t take kindly to people playing with fate. Unlike with time, fate affects everyone, not just the caster, even using simple level one abilities. Users of fate skills tend to die rather quickly when they dabble with fate.”

I decided not to mention Randy Cotton. “Thanks for the info, even if it was pricy.”

“Not a problem sweety,” she said with a big smile, “so you wanna buy any skills?” she greedily inquired.

“Not tod-… you know what, there is a skill I want to buy.”

I didn’t want people to keep asking me about my second class, I could imagine what would happen when word got out that I stole abilities from people.

“Do you have any skills to obscure my information from spells like Identify?”

“Sure, do you want the basic bland one that just blocks everything, or did you have something specific in mind?”

“Something that allows me to show fake information.”

“Ohhh, now we’re talking. I would recommend Obfuscate. It allows you to choose what the other person sees. There are other skills but they only make the person see what they think they should see. And if more than one compares notes, well, the jig is up.”

“How much?” I ask warily.

“For you… only five thousand credits.”

I paid the little devil in disguise. She had managed to wheedle out almost half my remaining funds during our short conversation.

I took the skill plate and checked it over.

Obfuscate: Passive ability, allows you to choose what information can be deduced through Identify or hide it entirely. Skill relies on your Intelligence stat and can be overcome by anyone with a higher Perception.

Dammit, she conveniently failed to mention that the skill could be seen through. Not that I had to worry overly much. Someone would need twenty-six Perception to break through. I quickly changed it to display my second class as something else. I had to think for a bit about what I wanted it to say. For now, I just chose Tempusmec, Randy Cotton’s second class. If I thought of something better I would change it.

It didn’t much matter to me, I got what I came for and I could drop the fake friend act and move on to my next goal.

Finding Old Man Trumbo took a bit of work. He wasn’t with the normal trainers this time around. Luckily some of the trainers knew where he could be located and I eventually found his stall.

“Ah, young man, you have finally returned. And with a second class no less,” he said with a raised eyebrow. “And a skill to hide what you truly are.”

I froze at this and he simply chuckled. “Relax, I have no issue with your class or need to hide it. Are you here to show me how you have grown over the last ten levels?”

“Yes, although, I fear I might disappoint you, I haven’t had time to practice as much as I would like.”

“Hmmm, let me be the judge of that, come on then.”

“What about payment?” I asked.

“That will depend on if I decide to train you further, now stop stalling.”

***

The sparring session ended a few minutes later with me on my ass.

“You have improved, perhaps not through hours of practice as you yourself admit but through combat instead. It is telling in your movements, the decisiveness to go for a killing blow is in every attack. It is not that path I would have chosen but sometimes life chooses for us.”

“So will you teach me?” I asked as I gulped in a deep breath of air.

“… No.”

“Huh… but you said you would teach me?”

“I said no such thing. And my teachings would only hamper you further. Your path must now be your own. Trust your instincts and you will be fine,” he replied sagely.

I wanted to argue with the man, pointing out that he had just handily whooped me in combat, but I stopped myself. I reflected on our duel and replayed the fight in my head. What I realized was that he hadn’t used a single advanced technique to win the fight. It had just been his decades of experience that led him to be the victor. I rose from the ground and bowed.

“Thank you.”

He nodded slightly in return and I walked out.

            

    
        Chapter 128: Dinner is served

    
    
    
    
                With nothing left to do, I sold a few rune-crafted items to restore my funds and headed back to the hotel.

I had a few hours to kill before dinner so I went over my books on runes. I didn’t glean any new knowledge from the books but it was nice to go over them every now and then. I also browsed my notes. They needed to be updated, some of my postulations were wildly inaccurate or just plain wrong. Most of that was on my attempts at enhancing my body. Something that I had put on the back burner due to current events.

The fight had only heightened the fact that I still wasn’t strong enough. Sure I had won but I had a feeling fate stepped in to help on that after talking with Victoria.

While the Black Dragon was effectively no more, there were still dangers out there. The Stygian Order, Lord Vik’t, and all these groups moving in from other worlds. Sure they weren’t directly opposed to me, but that didn’t mean they weren’t dangerous. I had also noticed that wildlife was growing stronger. Not to mention the horrors at the bottom of the rift.

I needed to keep ahead of these threats and the only way to do that was to level. I knew that Martin would be leaving again to go back to his work with Houston and the Marshall once we returned. I planned on telling Fiona to stay with him this time. I didn’t care if she was bound to me, she wasn’t my slave and she deserved to be happy.

As for Ska, he would probably stick with me but I couldn’t be certain. Being alone again scared me, more so than almost dying. I couldn’t force them to stay though and decided I would have to start making more friends if that was the case.

My thoughts put me in a bit of a dark mood and I decided to focus my mind elsewhere. I pulled out some random jewelry I had purchased and started rune crafting. My initial efforts were utter garbage as I still wasn’t used to my new hand. But I slowly improved my control. I continued this work until I heard a knock at the door.

“Paul, you in?” Martin spoke from the other side.

“Yeah, one sec, I’ll get the door.”

Walking over, I unlocked the door.

“Come in, what’s up?”

“Fiona wanted me to give you this,” he said, walking over to the bed and laying out a tux.

I groaned, “do I have to wear this?”

“If I have to then so do you. I’m going to go get ready, you may want to do the same.”

“Fine,” I grumbled. “Where’s Ska?”

Martin shrugged, laying something on Ska’s bed. I looked at the bowtie and laughed.

I showered, trimmed my unruly mop of hair into something shoulder length and acceptable, and trimmed my beard. I now looked less like a murder hobo. The suit Fiona had picked out fit me well. I had lost any semblance of my old world paunch in the last eight months. Now my muscles were taut and deadly. It made me look rather elegant in the suit. How she had gotten my size so accurately was beyond me. I would have to thank her.

When I got out of the bathroom, Ska was sitting on the bed with the bowtie around his neck. I could tell it made him uncomfortable as he was constantly trying to adjust it.

“Just leave it alone,” Martin said, admonishing the grimalkin.

Ska hissed in annoyance, “It feels like someone is trying to choke me.”

“If you keep playing with it, it'll only make the feeling worse. Try to ignore it.”

Ska rumbled in discontent but put his arm down.

“Good, now that Paul is ready, we can go.”

When we got downstairs we found the same messenger from the morning waiting for us.

“If you would be so kind as to follow me, there is a carriage waiting outside.”

I was expecting some horse or animal-driven carriage but instead saw what looked like an early car. I realized this must be one of those mana-engine-driven carriages Fiona had told me about. The three of us piled into the back as the messenger hoped into the usual driver's seat for a carriage.

The ride was slow and I could have jogged faster than the stupid thing but eventually, we arrived at our destination. It appeared that the Lord had taken up residence along the river, in one of the larger abandoned homes. It also appeared that he had the homes around it leveled and a new residence was being erected. I just shook my head at the wasteful opulence. It said a lot about the man we were going to meet and I wasn’t thrilled about it. Even Martin had a slight frown on his face but he hid it as soon as we stopped.

We followed the silent guide into the house and into a dining room. The table wasn’t those massive oversized things that they showed in movies. It was large though probably able to seat twelve or more people.

“Please have a seat, the Lord will be with you in just a moment,” the messenger gestured to the chairs.

Before we even had time to sit, a tall skinny man wearing an elegant formal suit entered. It was more in the vein of a military-style dress uniform than a standard tuxedo and it made me feel underdressed.

“I apologize for my tardiness, I had a matter to take care of, please sit.”

“So, why are we here?” I stated flatly.

“To eat, of course, I would prefer if we discuss business after the meal.”

I sat down, deciding to enjoy the free meal, and see what this man wanted after. So long as he didn’t try poisoning us that was fine. I took the opportunity to use Identify on the man.

Lord Gabrielle Durbin | Royal Inquisitor/Expert Fencer | 22/12

The lord seemed to notice my use of the skill as he looked up and quirked his eyebrow but he said nothing.

I was honestly surprised at his low level. Another surprise was his first class of Royal Inquisitor. I assumed it was similar in scope to Miss Farley’s class. I had looked at the class when I hit twenty out of curiosity. It seemed to be a class dedicated to getting people to speak and to tell the truth. Essentially an investigator. Although, It was different from that Micheal fellow from the Black Dragons that we tossed into the abyss.

Two other people who I assumed were the staff, came in carrying trays of food. Dishes were placed in front of each of us and they made a hasty exit.

“King Asharon the ninth, we give our blessings unto you for this bountiful feast, and may your reign be long and enlightened. Now… let us eat.”

I suppressed the urge to roll my eyes as I took the ornate silver cover off my plate.

***

Despite the pomp and overly formal start, the food was delicious. Leave it to people with too much money and a whole bunch of free time to take food to the next level.

The meal was three courses, with the staff clearing our plates and bringing in new ones quickly. The meal was mostly a silent affair, broken only by the sound of chewing food. Mostly from Ska. Grimalkin aren't the chew quietly type but the Lord didn’t raise a fuss over it, making me think he had more tact or had dinned with beastkin before. A server kept our drinks full, one some sort of wine and the other water. I chose to stick to the water, not wanting to muddle my head for the discussion that came after.

Martin didn’t seem to share my sentiment as he enjoyed a few glasses of the beverage. But I had seen the cajun put away a twelve-pack without it hampering him, so I wasn’t worried.

The meal ended and the staff cleared up the remaining food and dishes.

“Thank you for the company, it is rare that I get to enjoy it. Now, I can imagine you have questions. I will answer the one you asked before. I’m curious as to why someone of your level, or that of your friends, are in this neck of the woods. While I personally find the area outside of little challenge, it is undoubtedly wildly dangerous for most. I doubt the orcs are enough of a challenge to bring you here, so why?”

I noticed he didn’t really answer my question but instead asked one of his own. I decided to give him my version of the truth. “I used to live here, well a bit to the east but in the town all the same.”

“Oh… how fascinating. Have you come far to return to your old home?”

“So your only reason for bringing us out of curiosity?” I asked instead.

“Not entirely,” the man smiled slightly. “Although as you can imagine with my class, solving riddles is quite enjoyable for me. But I have to temper that by keeping my subjects safe.”

“So you just come in and take over and nobody gets a say in the matter?” I said raising my voice and seeing Martin wince.

Lord Durbin only laughed lightly, “hardly. Do you know what state this city was in when I arrived? It was anarchy. I doubt there were enough fighters to protect even a few blocks of the city. Through great expense, I brought over capable men to help secure the city and raise a defensible wall. Everyone is free to leave if they so choose, but those who chose to stay need to conform to the rules of law as written down in the Asharon Kingdom.”

“You will excuse my friend,” Martin added, cutting off my next tirade. “Our old country was very patriotic. It’s difficult to see it being cut up and parceled off like so.”

“I took no offense. And I can understand his sentiment. But that was the past, and this is now. Even in my world, the strong rule over the weak. Be glad it was the Asharon Kingdom and not one of the other countries. There are far worse things than being ruled over.”

“Yes, there are,” Martin added quietly.

“But we have gotten off-topic. I brought you here in part to determine if you were a threat to my city, or if you could be an asset.”

“I don’t plan on sticking around long.”

“That’s, fine… and honestly, probably for the best. High-level people tend to make others nervous. Just you being here will cause trouble, whether you want to or not. But since you are in the area, I was wondering if you could do something for me?”

“It depends on what that something is. But my rate isn’t cheap and I am a recognized bounty hunter by the enchanters guild.”

The Lord’s demeanor turned a bit sour at the mention of the enchanters guild.

“I had hoped they had not gotten a foothold yet, but I guess that was wishful thinking on my part. And payment shouldn’t be an issue. My first request is for you to eliminate the Orc leadership, they are starting to become a nuisance and people have gone missing.”

“Why not just put a bounty board up and have the locals take a crack at him?”

The Lord frowned, “they have, none have come back. If you hadn’t shown up I was prepared to hire a contractor from the Bazaar to take care of the problem.”

I mulled over the request. I didn’t much care for the orcs, but I didn’t wish them all dead either. Then again, they were sentient and I might gain some new skills out of it.

“And what of the other request?”

“Simple, retrieve the Kingdom’s crest from a wayward garrison.”

I internally winced at this, knowing exactly what he was talking about. That might be the more difficult request.

“And I suppose they are just going to hand it over?”

The Lord laughed, “probably not, but the man is if nothing else, loyal to his king. I will give you my seal and with that in hand, he should turn it over. Otherwise, he risks being labeled a traitor.”

“Why not send them a message and have them bring it here?”

“I have tried, but the messages go unreturned. Without my seal to prove I am who I say I am he is not breaking any laws of the kingdom.”

“And you haven’t gone there because…?”

“Because I have a city to run and very few people loyal to the crown to help me do so.”

“But you trust me to do this?”

“Heavens no, I was going to have someone go with you, but the fact that you have a guild-approved seal means you are at least worthy of some trust. So, what say you?”

I looked at Martin and Ska, Martin shrugged noncommittally and Ska nodded his head, wanting a fight.

“Alright, we’ll take on this mission.”

The next few minutes were spent settling on the price of our cooperation. For most, the ten thousand credits would be a sizable amount, for me, it was not as important. I had Martin and Ska split the money. Fiona still couldn’t hold anything in her ghostly form other than her old sword. I figured it was due to the sword belonging to her.

I knew the man was just using me for his goals but I didn’t care. It played into what I was planning on doing and we were going that way anyway. The orc issue was just the frosting on the cake.

            

    
        Chapter 129: The Orc menace

    
    
    
    
                After leaving the Lord’s residence we were driven back to the hotel. Martin was quiet on the ride back and I decided to ask why.

“What's up, you haven’t said a word since we left?”

“Oh, nothing, I just figured I would wait for you to talk and tell me what to do since you seem to want to make decisions for me as well as everyone else.”

“I… uh… hmmm. Sorry, I just thought since you didn’t say anything during the meeting it was fine.”

Martin shook his head, “you should have told him you would think it over. You keep getting involved with these powerful people and it never ends well, for any of us.”

“You should have said something then,” I added heatedly.

Martin sighed, “that would just show him you weren’t in control. That is the kind of man you don’t show weakness in front of. It isn’t his level you need to worry about, but his ability to manipulate people. I may not have been born with a silver spoon in my mouth like him but I can sense a conman from a mile away. That man,” Martin added, gesturing back toward the house, “was a born and bred conman.”

I let out a sigh as I collapsed back into the seat. I wasn’t worried about our conversation being overheard by the driver, it appeared that there was a noise-canceling enchantment on the carriage.

“So what do we do?”

“Nothing now. We play his little game and try to get out before we get chewed up and spit out. My guess is it has something to do with this Commander he wants you to meet up with.”

I nodded, “probably, I am familiar with the man.”

Martin sat up at this news, “you are, how?”

I realized I had never discussed meeting the Commander with Martin, it appears Fiona hadn’t spoken about him either.

“He was, or is Fiona’s Commander, depending on how you look at it. That’s how we initially met, I was given a mission from the man to bring her here, so she could bring Lord Durbin up there to reinforce the garrison. But as you well know, shit kinda went sideways.”

Martin rubbed his temples. “I didn’t think that was the same commander you were talking about last night, then again I was drinking a lot. So, I’m guessing our reception will be worse than expected?”

I shrugged.

“Well, let's hurry up and get these tasks completed, I want to get back to the work I was doing in Texas. Seeing things here only reinforces the need to build a united front.”

The rest of the trip back was quiet, only broken by Ska’s snoring. I envied the grimalkin for his ability to sleep at any time.

***

“You ready to go?” I asked Frathsar.

“Almost, I just need a few more items for trade and then we can be on our way.”

I chuckled at his need to make every trip an opportunity to make some credits as I watched him sort through items, some vanishing into his storage rings. It appeared he hadn’t replaced his magical cart. Probably for the same reason he decided to open a shop instead of visiting other local towns to trade.

“Alright, I’m as ready as I can be.”

“I’m sure they will be happy with whatever you bring. Now we got about ten miles to go before we get to the fortress. Do you have a mount?”

“No, I could never stand riding another creature, it just felt weirdly wrong.”

“…ok, fair enough. It’ll take a bit longer to get there then. Oh, also we have to take a slight detour and deal with the orcs,” I added.

“A pity, they would have made a decent trading partner if they didn’t try to kill everyone that visited them.”

Our trip back to the fortress hadn’t been as slow as I had feared. The area around the city was relatively clear of monsters and the few that did wander our way were quickly dealt with by Ska, Martin, or Fiona. I stuck near Frathsar as we chatted.

“You never did say how your trip south went?” I asked.

“It was dangerous but thanks to your directions, not nearly as bad as I expected. I was able to avoid most of the nasty critters in the area and I think that force you told me about must have cleared most of the countryside on their move south. It took a few months before dangerous wildlife began to return to the area.”

“At least they were good for something,” I mumbled in reply.

“Yes, it’s good to know they are no longer a threat, it will make living here a bit easier. I do worry about the creatures though, their levels seem to keep rising. Eventually, they should hit some unseen cap but who’s to say when that will be.”

I nodded at this, having witnessed the phenomenon as well. It wasn’t like the planet had zones of low-level creatures for easy experience. It had only seemed that way early on because everything was new, except the creatures and people brought over from other worlds.

“We’re almost there, mind hitting us with your illusion magic?”

“Not at all, are you expecting enemies?”

“I always expect trouble,” I replied.

I felt the magic of Frathar’s illusion settle over me. It felt odd having someone else's magic on me, and I didn’t remember feeling this way the previous time he had used it. I figured it had to do with either my higher Perception or tier two Intelligence. I also realized I had never had anyone cast defensive magic on me other than myself or Frathsar.

We quietly ran through the town and toward the fortress. I was glad I asked to use the illusion magic to cover us. A group of ten orcs was standing at the ramp leading into the quarry. A quick check beyond showed three dead orcs on the ramp to the entryway of the fortress. The scarred door was still present, if sloppily patched, meaning they were not able to get in.

A quick Identify showed that the orcs were all around level fifteen. It was higher than the Lord had said they would be and I suspected his intel was not as accurate as he claimed.

I motioned for the others to spread out and ready themselves for the attack. About half the group of orcs was facing toward us while the others were facing into the quarry and arguing about what to do. I decided to take that option away and cast Wall of Thorns between the two groups.

There was a few startled yelps of surprise but the orcs were quick to act, not that it helped them. Martin fired a dark bolt of energy from one hand and his mana pistol from the other, targeting the same orc. Fiona tore hers apart in a flurry of sword strikes, not letting the orc even draw its weapon. Ska leaped from the illusion, turning into a missile of fur and death as he raked bloody furrows through two orcs that stood close together.

I simply used Unstoppable Force, Charge, and Blink Step to barrel through the remaining two, as well as tearing through my Wall of Thorns. I took a bit of damage from the impact with the thorns as they were magical in nature. This allowed the orcs on the other side of the wall time to prepare for my charge, striking out at me with bows and wickedly shaped swords. I fended off one blade with my metallic hand while ramming my staff, point first into the highest leveled orc in front of me.

Within the first few seconds, the orc force had been reduced from ten to three. The remaining three bolted, using skills to enhance their speed. I whipped out a shockwave from my staff, clipping one and sending him sprawling into the dirt. Another looked back to try and see if he could save his friend but Ska pounced on him, dragging him down as well.

The last remaining orc disappeared into the forest around the city before we could catch him. But I made sure to tag him for Reaper to find. While I hadn’t been expecting orcs to be here, following that one back would make our job so much easier.

I heard Frathsar clear his throat behind us, “well, I must say, that was… violent, impressively so.”

“Sorry about that, we tend to fight creatures that are quite a bit more difficult, and acting fast and ruthless is really the only way to handle them.”

“You won’t get any complaints from me,” the merchant said with a toothy smile.

I hadn’t gotten any abilities from the orcs, mainly because they died so quickly I hadn’t had a chance to activate my spell. Being able to sneak up on them had made the fight rather one-sided. I hoped the fight with the orc leader went as easily. I could soften them up with the fortress but if I killed the orc leader that way I wasn’t going to get any skills.

Plus I think Ska wouldn’t forgive me. He hadn’t had a good fight since Chicago. I thought about it for a bit before deciding not to use the fortress to attack. If Martin wanted to stay behind because it would be more dangerous I wouldn’t fault him for that.

“Everyone ready to go?”

“Are we tracking the last one?” Ska crooned.

“Yup, but we won’t be using the fortress, you all ok with that?”

Ska nodded enthusiastically.

“Sure, I need to test out another summon anyway,” Martin added.

Fiona just shrugged.

“Alright then, let's go.”

We didn’t go quite right away. Frathsar wished to remain behind in safety. He wasn’t a fighter and I could understand his worry. He was still only level fifteen. While you could gain levels as a non-combatant, they were slower. I didn’t know what Frathsar’s requirements were to gain experience but I imagined it had something to do with selling stuff. He could still earn experience from killing it was just significantly reduced.

I decided to compromise, lifting off in the fortress to bring it closer to our attack site. This way Frathsar would be safe and we had a fallback point if the planned attack went to shit. Frathsar would remain behind alone. I trusted the dragonkin as much as I did Ska, Fiona, and Martin, he also had no way to operate the fortress. So the most he could do is look through the remote viewer while we were gone. I would have to leave the internal defenses offline but that should be fine. The damaged outer door and intact inner door could keep anyone out for quite some time.

“Here,” I said, handing Frathsar a small metal slate.

“What’s this?”

“It’s an alert token. Snap it in half and it will notify the paired plate on this necklace that you are in trouble,” I said, holding up the small metallic necklace I was wearing.

“Hmm, that’s rather ingenious. Did you make it?”

I nodded. I had stolen the idea from the ring that Sharla Cotton had worn. The plate was not as refined though and could only cover about twenty miles.

“I might be able to sell that if you would be willing to make more?”

I laughed, “sure, but after we finish our task with the orcs and the Commander.”

“Then it’s a deal, Frathsar said, holding out a clawed hand for me to shake.

I accepted the hand. The item was simple, having only two runes. I could whip out ten sets in short order. They didn’t even have to be metal, it was just what I had laying around that fit the size I needed.

***

It was rather boring floating unseen above the terrified orc as he ran around the forest. He kept checking his trail to make sure he wasn’t being followed before finally making off toward the mountains in the west.

We watched as he met up with more groups of hunters, it appeared that he told the story of what happened before hurrying off. Seeing an opportunity, I dropped Fiona and Ska off to deal with each group of hunters the lone orc ran into. Well, any that didn’t decide to turn around and go home. It turns out most were like that group I had met so early on, incensed at their kin’s deaths and eager to kill the culprits, no matter the information that was relayed to them.

On some level, I respected their drive to protect their kin. But it was too little, too late. Had they been willing to negotiate with the other people sent out to meet with them perhaps I would have felt bad about killing them. No, that time had come and gone, now it was time to deal with the threat.

By the time the marked orc reached a large village, Fiona and Ska had killed over a dozen hunting parties, ranging from four to eight orcs. Their levels were anywhere between ten and fourteen, none being as high a level as the first group we encountered. I wondered idly if that had to do with available prey. Surely they must have scoured most of the area near their village with this many hunting groups. The ones going farther afield gaining more experience.

Finding a spot to set the fortress down proved difficult. I settled on an overgrown gulley. The fortress landed, leaning to the side a bit as the landing gear attempted to compensate for the angle. It helped a little but it was the best we could do, there were no other areas clear of trees unless we made one.

“Alright, we got about a ten-minute hike, you all ready?”

I got affirmatives from the others. I nodded back and smiled at Frathsar. "We should be back in a few hours. I would recommend not leaving the fortress."

“Trust me, I will not be stepping foot outside. I leave the adventuring to the adventurers. Give me a safe road any day of the week.”

The four of us stepped outside and Martin got busy summoning his creature. An area of black tar formed on the ground, bubbling up and releasing a horrendous smell. Out of that bubbling soup, plopped what looked like a slime. It took on more human-like features though with a discernable head and arms. They were all featureless but you could sense when the creature looked at you. As with most of Martin’s summons, it gave me the creeps.

“It’s a demonic tar slime,” Martin said, looking at the creature.

“Any idea what it’s capable of?”

“Nope, but should be interesting.”

“Well, let's make it scout, that smell is making me nauseous.”

“Wait… it smells? Hmm, must be caster immunity or something. What’s it smell like?”

“It smells how it looks, like tar and sulfur and rot.”

“Ugh, really. Ok, Go scout ahead,” he waved to the creature.

“Hmm, Ska will scout as well, but far away from the demon beast, it overwhelms the local scents.”

“Alright, we will be a minute behind.”

It came as no surprise when I heard the first horns of the orcs. They were far off, but it seems the rancid smell had carried even to them. Other horns followed as other hunting groups started to converge on the tar creature.

“Fiona, go get Ska, see if you two can ambush a hunting party, Martin and I will stay back and pick off the ones coming in from our rear.”

Fiona nodded quickly flying off in the direction Ska had gone. While Martin and I found a good place to ambush the group. We located a small rise, no more than a few feet, but the sandy soil it was made from made it hard to climb. It wasn’t much but it would have to do. The horns were closing in and I could tell that two groups were coming from the rear now as the distinct horns from each group grew closer together.

Martin cast his protective dome while I cast Wall of Thorns on the top of the rise. It would only slow them down but that should buy enough time to plan.

Fourteen orcs burst from the treeline less than twenty feet from the rise. They spotted us instantly and the archers in the group started firing. They hadn’t even tried to discern our purpose here, just naked aggression. Up until this point I held onto a tiny bit of hope that Lord Durbin had been lying about the missing adventurers. But this sealed the deal.

Arrows enhanced with abilities impacted Martin’s shield, causing it to ripple but otherwise doing no damage. As far as I knew Martin could feed his entire mana pool into keeping the shield going. While an excellent defense it made him unable to move from the spot and limited his offensive capabilities. This was why his summon was so important. But it was off doing its own thing so I had to be the offense here.

I cracked my neck and produced my staff, rushing toward the nearest group. They had split up to surround us as I had hoped. Without my ability to use Aura of Rage without crippling myself, I had to take care of how many intelligent creatures I fought. Unlike mindless beasts, these could harm me.

One of the orcs rushed at me, growing almost a foot and moving quite a bit faster. He swung a massive flat-faced sword to cleave me in half. I smiled, intercepting the strike with my staff and redirecting the blow to the side. I grunted in surprise at the strength behind the blow but was able to overpower him anyway. Just before the attack finished, I Imbued my staff with electricity, sending a paralyzing bolt of power up the orc's weapon. He twitched as his muscles locked up, giving me the tiniest of opening as I jammed my staff into his gut and released a Shockwave.

The whole orc’s body rippled from the impact before it was sent hurtling into two others behind him.

‘Holy shit, I didn’t expect that to happen!’

The three weren’t dead, but they would be slow at rejoining the fight. Now I could have easily ended this fight the same way I attacked the group of orcs at the quarry, but I needed to test some combinations out and this was the best way to do it.

An arrow blasted into my armor, my shield absorbing the blow, but the flash of energy blinded me for a split second as another sword tried to slice my head off. My shield flared again and I realized, I needed to focus and take the fight more seriously. As the next attack came in, my hand snapped out, wrenching the orc's arm and bringing him in close, where I headbutted him as I activated Calcifying Strike.

It was another learning experience as both his arm and forehead started to turn to stone at the same time. He stumbled back as I slammed my staff down, activating Shockwave. The quickly petrifying orc fell to the ground where his arm and forehead shattered in a bloody display.

Another arrow slammed into my shield, and I could tell it was almost depleted. In this battle, I had made sure to grab some abilities. Each target counted as a fight, so I could use it once on each orc if I chose to. I would go through them after. For now, I cast Charge and bowled over any orc in my way as I ran toward the archers.

They saw me coming and dropped their bows to pull out their swords, but they were a second too slow as I activated Time Shudder for the first time.

It appeared as the world stopped, allowing me to continue moving as I had been. In that time I also cast Unstoppable Force. The flow of time returned and the first orc’s eyes widened as I slammed into him, trampling him underfoot as I continued unabated through his friends behind him. That’s when the real carnage began. Blink Step along with Underhanded Blow made a mess of the orcs. I even pulled out Double Strike and Flurry, forgetting I had upped my agility and my flurry now delivered twenty strikes so rapidly even I couldn’t track them.

The fight quickly turned into a rout as the few remaining orcs tried to flee. But I wasn’t letting them get away. I released Bella to go after a few, while I chased the last three.

They really had no chance, I was more agile, even without my skills. Although, I did have to employ a second casting of Blink Step to catch one orc with a similar ability. My armor was scratched from the fighting and I had taken a few slashes to the exposed areas of my body, a few on the arms and one across my neck, that I was thankful didn’t decapitate me, but those were healing as my spells went to work.

Martin found me a few minutes later, as I was trying to wipe the blood from my staff.

“I should really add self-cleaning to my weapons, I hate cleaning this shit off.”

“Might not be a bad idea, maybe self-repair too,” he added, looked at my general appearance.

I looked down at my armor, it was covered in blood and other bodily fluids as well as numerous shallow cuts. It was strange, unlike the fight with Randy Cotton and the Black Dragon, this fight – while dangerous – didn’t feel life-threatening at all and I had taken just as much damage.

I knew I should stop being so blasé about fights. From my experience a level fifteen could kill a level twenty just not as easily. Something about allowing myself to be injured made the fights feel more visceral. It was a dangerous mentality to have and I would need to curb that tendency if I wanted to stay alive. Nothing would lead to dying faster than underestimating an opponent.

            

    
        Chapter 130: Orc Chief

    
    
    
    
                I could hear horns in the distance but they were moving away. It appeared that the orcs had finally realized something was happening. My guess was they would return to the village to protect the women and children.

It wasn’t my goal to wipe out the orcs and I wasn’t going to go around killing non-combatants if I could help it.

Seeing as our fight was concluded for the moment, Martin and I went in search of Ska and Fiona. I took the time to go over the skills I had taken.

Brute Strength: Enhance your musculature and grow your strength by 3 for the next 30 sec. Cost 100 Stamina. Cooldown 1min

Impact Arrow: Give your arrow three times the impact. Cost 25 Mana. Cooldown 20 sec

Kill Shot: Allow your arrow to strike the weakest point of your target. Cost 40 Mana. Cooldown 1 min

I read through the few others but nothing was even of note. Brute Strength was better than my own Giant Strength buff, but not even close to being as effective as Godly Might. I did try using them in tandem and Godly Might just cancelled the other out. It proved what Fiona had told me earlier.

As for the arrow skills they were useless for me. I had no intention of even trying to pick up a bow. I still had four open slots but I saw no point in leaving them occupied with wasted skills. I would sacrifice one using Reclaim and two for Void Lottery. I looked to see what I got.

Darken: Darken a twenty-foot area making it 25% darker than before, lasts 10 min. Cost 40 Mana. Cooldown 30 min.

Unfortunately, it wasn’t a winner. Oh well, perhaps next time.

The two of us found Ska and Fiona quickly.

“How was it?” I asked.

“Two smaller groups of four each. Lower levels, around ten.” Ska replied in derision.

“Well, let's go see what awaits us at the village.”

The orc village was surrounded by a palisade. I had to give the creatures credit, they weren’t slackers. Most other villages I had seen - human and non-human - didn’t even have that much defense.

The gate was closed and orc archers lined the walls. One massive brute of an orc stood outside the gate, next to an orc covered in a robe of some sort and sporting a headdress with antlers that were almost as tall as it was.

The larger orc was carrying a massive axe and even from the woodline, a hundred feet away, I could feel the power radiating from the weapon. A part of me thought it was rather wasteful to enchant a weapon to leak power, simply to inspire fear in your enemies. But then again had we not all been high level and with high endurance, perhaps it would have worked.

“Wait here, I want to see what they say.”

“I’ll come with you,” Fiona said, turning invisible as I nodded.

Sure I would be in the range of the archers but archer skills hadn’t impressed me overly much so far.

Fiona and I stepped out of the tree line and slowly approached the pair.

“Stop, that will be far enough, interlopers. Why have you come into our land and killed our kin?” the robed one asked, stopping me a good forty feet away.

“You refused to talk, so I was tasked with dealing with the problem.”

“Oh, so you are here to kill us all?”

“No, just the chief. I assume that is one of you? Or is he cowering in fear behind the walls?”

The large one stepped forward, growling and letting his axe fall to the ground, the blunt end causing the ground to crack from the weight.

“Filthy human, you will regret those words when I, Chief Gar, tear you apart.”

I raised an eyebrow as the large orc started running toward me. No, this wasn’t the chief, just some dumb brute.

“Fiona, deal with the idiot, while I talk with the actual chief.”

I turned away from the larger orc and settled my gaze on the cloaked one. If he was surprised that I had deduced his little trick, it didn’t show.

The large one only grew angrier as his large stomps started to shake the ground. I heard an angry war cry as he lifted his axe, ready to tear my body apart. That all ended with a grunt and the sound of air escaping. Fiona had turned physical and shoved her sword right through the orc’s lung and up into the heart. The warrior collapsed like a marionette with its strings cut. The massive axe falling to the ground with a boom as he toppled over, grabbing at his wound with his free hand.

During this whole exchange, I never took my eyes off the cloaked orc. As he looked on in surprise, I used Identify.

Chief Mar’kar | Dark Shaman | Level 18

“Fools,” he hissed, as he started casting a spell.

Arrows started to rain down as I popped Area of Denial.

“You three deal with the archers, I’ll deal with the chief.”

I attempted to close the distance as a billowing cloud of gray burst forth from the caster, obscuring the area for a moment before it cleared up. I was momentarily confused as I saw no effect from the spell. Deciding not to wait, I rushed the caster before he could get off another spell.

I conjured an Orb of Darkness and threw it at the Chief as he prepared a sickly colored bolt of energy to throw at me.

The orb passed through his body and struck the gate behind him, winking out.

“What the hell?”

I didn’t have time to think about it as a dozen bruise-colored orbs crashed into my shield. Thankfully the orc chief didn’t have tier two intelligence or the orbs would have cracked my shield.

I noticed the orbs didn’t come from his location. I realized his first spell must have been some sort of illusion. I activated my eye tattoo and immediately the false image was gone. I swung my head around until I spotted the caster, readying another spell. This time the horns above his head were glowing a deep scarlet and a dark vortex was forming among the center.

I threw a quick Arcane Bolt at the caster, hoping to disrupt the spell, but it splashed against a shimmering shield.

I grunted in annoyance, it was like sparring with Martin. It was a good thing I had a skill for this. I slammed my staff into the ground, activating Disruption.

The wave of rock raced toward the shield and the immovable caster. It shook the shield and the ground below, causing the caster's spell to fizzle out but failing to break the shield. The orc now stood in a crooked circle of Earth as all around it the ground was shattered and broken.

I didn’t have any abilities to defeat shields other than brute force, but I did have a weapon. It was a race as the caster prepared his spell again, while my hand split and charged. I aimed it at the caster only a split second before he finished his spell. The burst of pure mana from my mana cannon slammed into his shield, causing the whole thing to ripple violently for a moment before it shattered like glass.

The only problem was, the shield had absorbed all of the energy of my attack. Dark bolts of lightning reached me only a moment later, flickering across my shield and turning the area around me black as they corrupted the very essence of reality.

My shield held against the magical onslaught but I was forced to leap back as the hole in reality spawned a dark horror, nearly as bad as some of Martin’s. The void horror clawed its way out of the ground as the caster laughed insanely.

“Nah, Martin, you handle this creature!” I yelled, activating Charge and Blink Step to appear next to the caster, surprising him.

My staff slammed across his head with a sickening crunch, causing his antlered headdress to go flying. I heard Martin in the background, chanting a spell before he yelled, “Begone, foul creature!”

The wounded chief tried to stand but I had had enough. I jammed my staff into his chest and activated Shockwave. The ripple of force smashed his body into the ground, flattening him slightly. Somehow he was still alive. I ended his life with Flurry of Blows, or I tried to. A dark pit appeared in his chest as I stabbed down, closing off and taking the end of my staff with it. I threw the weapon down and used my wings to escape the area.

The release of magical energy was violent and I wasn’t entirely successful at getting away as the roil of released magic washed over me. I felt Ska grab me as we ran. I felt the heat as a second blast rolled across us. Ska was thrown to the ground and I remember hitting my head on a tree. Everything was in a daze for a few seconds before my faculties returned. I cast heals on everyone as soon as I could concentrate enough to form the sounds of the spell.

“Everyone okay?”

“You really gotta stop setting off magical items like that,” Martin groaned.

I had to agree with him. I had thought that magical items could only be triggered to explode if they were overpowered. I guess I should have realized that wasn’t the case since I had used magical items as improvised explosives in the past. I made a note to add a cutoff circuit in all my future projects. I also realized that I had already built this into the fortress, thanks to the control station. I couldn’t imagine the damage that would cause if it blew up.

When I finally got enough energy to sit up, I saw a crater where the chief had been. Over a quarter of the palisade had been vaporized by the blast and fire was already spreading to the remaining wall. I could hear screams inside but I also saw warriors running around trying to put the fire out. Our work here was complete, the orcs wouldn’t be a problem again for some time. It was time to leave.

***

We were able to make it back to the fortress without too much issue. One group of orcs had tried to stop us but they were dealt with swiftly. Once safely inside we lifted off and I had time to finally take a look at the gains from the fight.

Paul Fuller | Mantra Enchanter/Maw of the Void | Level 20/15

Summon Chaos Elemental: This spell summons a chaos elemental equal to the caster's level. Requires the caster to have a totem linked to the elemental plane of chaos. Lasts for one hour. Cost 150 mana. Cooldown 3 hours

My second class had finally hit level fifteen, allowing me to switch my experience gain back to my main class. Which I did immediately. My second class was good, but I already had more skills than I knew what to do with.

Then came the skill I pulled off the Chief. At first, I was excited to use it, I knew how useful Martin’s summons were. But, I couldn’t use the ability. It seemed it required an additional skill that the Chief’s class possessed to make totems. I realized this must have been what that headdress was. Too bad it had been obliterated in the devastation of the casters final attack that broke my staff.

Speaking of staves, I now had no staff again. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. I had the ones that I used after the dwarves had stolen all our belongings. I still needed to go through that pile of riches to see what it contained. It was still just piled in one of the storage rooms. After I finished the next mission, I told myself.

For now, I went and retrieved one of the spare staves.

“Frathsar, do you think you could get me some replacement staves?”

“Sure, anything particular in mind?”

I told him about the stats of my previous staff.

“Hmm, might be difficult to find a premade one, but I know a few crafters that could make it. Do you need them right away?”

“No. Once we drop you off just let me know a price and you can send it to me down in Texas.”

“Sounds acceptable. It’s a pity there aren’t any established roads, I would have liked to take my business back on the road again.”

“Give it a few years, I’m sure new trade routes will be established.”

“That is true. Hopefully, the more aggressive wildlife will have been subdued around settled zones by then.”

I grunted in acknowledgment, but secretly I hoped it stayed like it was. I enjoyed the challenge.

            

    
        Chapter 131: A meeting long overdue

    
    
    
    
                The trip from the orc forest to the town where I met Fiona took only three hours. I was curious about the state of the town so we flew over, remaining invisible.

The barracks were easily recognizable and still stood. It seemed fewer people manned the walls, but perhaps they were just out on patrol.

I did spot a few patrols, but I was surprised to see some of them were civilian patrols. No wall had been erected so the Sulid and other creatures were still about as I had spotted a few groups of those. There were some makeshift walls, set up to block off streets but it appeared that the locals and the Royal Guard had not joined forces. From the air, it was easy to see the mark of delineation, separating the north half of the town where the old citizens lived, and the south end where the barracks resided.

Martin saw this too and chimed in. “Are these people dumb, why haven’t they come together there is no way they can survive like this forever.”

I shrugged, “There were a lot of older people in this town, stubborn and prideful.”

“Geez, still.”

“Well, maybe you can work your charm and bring the two sides together to bargain?”

Martin gave me a sidelong glance before sighing. “Maybe, we’ll see what I can do.”

I smiled, I didn’t care if these people wanted to stay separate but I was finally seeing a need for strong forces to come together, even if it just slowed evil groups like the Black Dragon or the Sons of Autumn. As long as I wasn’t the one negotiating to make it happen that was.

I really wanted to unleash the mana cannons on the Sulid patrols but I didn’t want to give us away just yet. I was also tempted to drop Ska down to deal with them but figured with the locals' current separation that was unwise. Perhaps after Martin started his peace talks.

I looked over at Fiona and noticed she looked nervous.

“You ok?”

“Huh… oh, yeah… just not sure what I’m going to say to the Commander.”

“Say whatever you want, know that we got your back.”

She nodded slightly, still staring at the barracks in the remote viewer.

I should be the one worried but I wasn’t. The Sulid we spotted didn’t seem much stronger than the last time we were here, not that I could tell much from a glance. But if that was the case, it was unlikely the Commander had managed to get to level twenty yet. We would know more once we approached the town on foot.

I circled the fortress back to the south and found an old truck stop that was mostly intact. It was perfect because there was an old dirt pile behind it that made the stone of the fortress stand out less when viewed from afar.

The fortress touched down, cracking the old and worn blacktop as it settled on the landing struts. I angled the door toward the dirt hill, making it much harder to spot.

I would be engaging the defenses this time around but they wouldn’t last forever. We had a month at most before the gems ran out of power. I hoped to be gone by then but you never knew. If I needed to I could come back and recharge the gems. It was only a dozen miles or so.

“Grab everything you need, we may not be back for a few weeks. Ska if you want to stick with the group that’s fine, otherwise you can go hunting. Just avoid the other humans if you do. I think some might be a bit jumpy, having to deal with monsters on a daily basis.

Ska rumbled in ascent. “I will go hunt, but I will catch up with you before you reach the barracks.”

Martin and I gave him a fist bump before he disappeared out the door. We still weren’t ready so he would be long gone by the time we got outside.

***

Ska raced through the sparse tree cover and ducked behind buildings as he followed the scents only his sharp nose could pick up.

Paul had pointed out the frogmen to Ska and he was eager to test their mettle in combat. It wasn’t hard for him to pick up their scent. They smelled like rotting vegetation, mixed with dead fish. The thought of fish made his stomach rumble and he realized he hadn’t eaten since this morning. He growled quietly, admonishing himself as he should have grabbed some food from the kitchen before leaving the fortress. He would have to hunt something down on the way.

He stopped behind a building, overrun with trees and brush. A strong waft of the Sulid hit him and he stuck his head out to look around the building. He spotted three of the creatures, quietly poking at something a few houses down.

Ska’s lips rippled happily as he readied himself. He burst from his cover on all fours, racing toward the three as fast as his body would take him. He had covered half the distance before one of the creatures finally noticed him and let out a croak of alarm. The other two were still scrabbling to stand when Ska used Leap to cover the remaining distance.

They tried to stab at him with their cruel spears but they were slow and uncoordinated. The first one had its head smashed in by a swipe of Ska’s powerful hand. He didn’t even need to extend his claws as the creature hit the ground hard. Ska used Redirect to change course and get the one that was now behind him, surprising the creature as it tried to backpedal and skewer Ska with its spear.

The spear did rake a line across his chest but the gauntlet activated, preventing the blow from causing any damage.

Ska swiped down at the creature's face, raking bloody furrows and taking out an eye. The creature squealed in pain as it tried to jump away. The motion only made Ska’s need for the chase grow as he easily caught up to the prey. A Debilitating Strike tore out the creature's spine and ended its life.

Ska wheeled and looked for the last one, finding it hopping away like mad. He growled in satisfaction as he gave chase.

***

Martin, Frathsar, and I made our way on foot to the city. Fiona was with us but she was conserving her limited time for her human form. The reason we didn’t use mounts was to not spook the locals and to get a lay of the land. We weren’t even hiding behind Frathsar’s illusion magic.

I had also chosen to use Obfuscate to erase my second class altogether and lower my max level to eighteen. It more closely matched up to my fellow travelers and thinking on it, nobody was going to believe I had taken a second class as a Tempusmec when I never used a sword. Hell, I still had Randy’s sword tucked away in my ring. I planned to give it to Fiona after today. A gift to signify the completion of my quest.

We encountered a few roving bands of Sulid. But they hadn’t reached level thirteen yet, making them easy to dispatch. Some tried to run or hop away but they were cut down with ranged attacks. Arcane Bolt and Earth Fist were great for this. We even encountered a small group of level five goblins. I was merciless in slaughtering them, still a little angry over the loss of my beloved sweatshirt.

I made a note to scour the area later. Where you found one goblin, there were usually more.

After the encounter with the goblins, we didn’t run into any more monsters and Ska joined back up with us. We did, however, come across a Royal Guard patrol.

Could they even be called royal guards anymore?

I decided to leave the semantics up to someone else as Frathsar hailed the group of four soldiers.

“Greetings, guardsman. To whom am I addressing?”

The guards looked confused before one responded.

“Are you from the Kingdom?”

“Indeed I am, Perhaps you remember me from last season, Frathsar, Merchant Extraordinaire?”

The guards whispered amongst themselves, while not taking their eyes off of the five of us as Fiona was in her physical form. I was surprised they didn’t recognize her, then again she hardly resembled her spit-shined uptight self of less than a year ago.

“Yeah, we remember you,” one of the men finally responded, “who are the people with you?”

The soldiers didn’t look afraid, only wary.

“Good friends and travel companions.”

“…uh-huh. And what brings you back to this out-of-the-way city?”

“Why trade my good fellow. As well as an assignment for my friends behind me.”

That seemed to add a bit of light to their tired eyes.

“Oh yeah, an assignment from who?”

I decided to speak up, “Lord Durbin of the Asharon Kingdom. The details are for your commander though.”

The four deliberated amongst themselves for a bit more before deciding on a course of action. They were more subdued than I remembered them from my last encounter. It seems the months alone in an out-of-the-way fort, essentially, took some of the spit and polish off of them as well.

“Very well, but keep your weapons stored. And refrain from using any magic.”

We complied with the reasonable demand, not that I wouldn’t open a can of whoop-ass if it came down to it.

We followed behind the group as they led us to the barracks. It was only a mile or so and we didn’t encounter any more monsters. We did pick up another patrol group that followed from the rear, sandwiching us between them. I wasn’t too worried as a quick glance showed that their levels were between fourteen and sixteen. It was a good thing I had lowered my visible level. I don’t think they would have been as casual about leading four higher leveled people into the barracks otherwise. But they had the number advantage so it made them less nervous.

The barracks finally came into sight, looking a little more worn down than the last time I had been here. It looks like they had suffered more than one attack on their walls. But the sturdy stone and thick wood doors held firm.

A horn sounded as we approached, alerting the guards within to open the gate. It seemed like there were more faces than the last time I had been here. I looked for the slaves I had sent up this way but didn’t spot any familiar faces amongst the currently assembled men. I did spot the Commander, heading our way.

‘Well, this ought to be interesting.’

“Frathsar! I hadn’t expected you back this soon, and you brought guests?” the Commander said, his eyes roving over us before they froze on me, then flicked back to Fiona, who seemed to shrink at his penetrating gaze.

“I see we have a few things to discuss… Frathsar, how about you set up your stall and see if you have anything my men would like to purchase. Afterward, we can discuss your remaining wares.”

I could tell by the Commander’s tone this wasn’t a suggestion for Frathsar, but an order. I rolled my eyes, earing a glare and a frown from the Commander.

“Follow me, we appear to have a lot to discuss.”

“Ska, how about you keep Frathsar company.”

Ska nodded, happy to not sit through a boring meeting.

We entered what looked like a small conference room. The table in the center was old and looked like it fit with the style, but the modern-looking leather chairs did not.

“Please, sit.”

The three of us sat, followed by the Commander, his armor clanking against the side of the chair. I’ll be perfectly honest, I didn’t expect this meeting to go this smoothly.

“So, you actually returned… gotta admit, I had assumed you were dead or had run off with the money. But looking at my lost soldier, I see we have a story here… Spectral Companion?”

I slapped myself mentally. Of course, he would identify her. Not like she could hide her class.

Fiona let out a sigh before telling her story.

***

“So let me get this straight… you died, then were revived as a ghost, only attached to this man?” the Commander gestured towards me.

“Pretty much,” Fiona replied.

“And what of these Black Dragons? That was the group that that nasty mage belonged to correct?”

“She is dead, along with the entire leadership and most of their members. The rest have been scattered and shouldn’t pose any more threat than usual bandits,” I replied, cutting in.

“So why bother returning here? Your mission was a failure.”

“Two reasons. First, you deserved to know what happened to one of your soldiers and the second was because Lord Durbin gave us an assignment.”

The man grunted before snapping his fingers at me and holding out his hand, “let's see what that snake wants.”

I handed over the sealed document and the Commander produced a knife and deftly sliced the seal open. His eyes scanned over the document quickly before he tossed it to the table and leaned back in his chair, looking tired.

“Did you know what his orders were?”

“No, but from what I have heard, I have a good guess.”

He gestured to the paper and Martin picked it up as he was the closest. With each word, Martin’s face drooped. He handed it to me.

By Order of Lord Durbin, acting regent of the Asharon Kingdom and highest-ranking individual on this planet, I hereby order you to gather your forces and vacate the displaced barracks. You are to turn over the Kingdom’s seal to the man who presented you with this order.

You will march your men south to Durbinton where you will swear fealty. Failure to do so in a timely manner will result in you and your entire command being labeled traitors to the crown. Your titles and land will be forfeit and a bounty will be placed upon your heads.

By the grace of the King and the crown,

Lord Gabrielle Durbin - Royal Inquisitor

I winced at the harshness of the letter as I handed it to Fiona.

“Well, that sucks.”

            

    
        Chapter 132: No good choice

    
    
    
    
                “An understatement,” the tired-looking Commander replied. “Also complete and utter bullshit. Did you notice how he left off a specific timeframe?”

I nodded. “I thought maybe he just didn’t know how long it would take for your men to arrive.”

The man gave a half-hearted smile, more emotion than he had shown other than looking tired. “A man of Lord Durbin’s position could have easily figured out how long it should take. No, this was a calculated choice on his part. No matter how hard we would push to get there, he can say we did not follow his orders. A tasteless trick by nobles but effective.”

“So, he wants to get you under his thumb, and have legal recourse to take everything from you?”

“Potentially. He would likely execute the lot of us instead of keeping us around.”

“You really think he would go that far?” Martin asked.

“Why wouldn’t he? As far as the Asharon Kingdom is concerned, he is in charge over here.”

“Why not contact your king then,” Martin inquired.

The Commander chuckled mithlessly. “You think, I’m on a first-name basis with the King? I may be a Royal Guard but that doesn’t give me any standing over a Lord. Even if I somehow did get ahold of the King, who would he believe? Or rather, who would he be forced to believe?”

Martin thought it over before deflating, “the Lord.”

The Commander nodded.

“So what are you going to do?” Fiona asked.

The Commander shrugged. “What can I do. I have to notify the rest of the garrison, some of the surviving men are nobles. They must choose for themselves. As for me… I’m staying right here. If Lord Durbin wants to send contractors after me, then so be it. I will die as a loyal follower of the King, not as a puppet to some upstart Lord.”

“Seems like a stupid choice,” I stated.

The man’s eyes blazed in anger, “perhaps to someone who has never had to fight for something he cared about, it would seem foolish. I wouldn’t expect a lowly drifter like yourself to understand.”

I wanted to reply with a biting comment, but Martin gave me a look that said, not now. I held my tongue and let the Commander’s words roll off me.

“Perhaps we can help with your situation, Commander,” Martin said.

“And how do you propose to do that?”

“While my friends had their reasons to come here, so do I. While I can’t help you with the Lord, I can help with the locals. I propose to help join your forces with the forces of the remaining townsfolk. A unified city will be much harder of a target, don’t you think?”

“Oh, and you think you will have more luck than we have, despite our numerous attempts over the last eight months?”

“Sometimes all it takes is a neutral party.”

“Very well, I will attend this meeting… assuming you can even make it happen.”

“Thank you, Commander, that’s all I ask.”

“If that is all, this meeting is done. Fiona, I am glad you are… ok. Your father would have been devastated to hear about your death.”

With that, the Commander got up and walked out of the room.

“Well, it went better than I expected,” I said right before Fiona punched me in the arm.

“Ow! What was that for?”

“Stop being an ass,” she replied angrily as she too got up and left.

That’s when I recalled how she idolized the Commander.

Martin watched her go before turning to me. “Well, we have a lot of work ahead of us and little time. Should we grab Ska and see what we can learn about the other side?”

“Might as well, just don’t punch me too.”

Martin chuckled, “I’ll leave that job to Fiona, she has more strength anyway.”

I gave the man a sour look that only elicited more laughter as we left the room together.

***

After discussing our plans with Frathsar and Ska, we decided to leave Ska behind. He wanted to hunt some more and the locals were jumpy enough as it was without bringing an offworlder, especially a non-human one, to our meeting. Fiona would stick with him to keep him out of too much trouble, not that I expected anything in the area to trouble Ska, but better safe than sorry.

We headed out after the Commander gave us a crude map of the other locals' base of operations.

I took the opportunity to ask a question that had slipped my mind during the meeting.

“Have any escaped slaves made it here?”

“Slaves?” The Commander asked.

“Yeah, especially ones with slave collars around their necks.”

“We haven’t seen any slaves. There was a group of natives that arrived shortly after you departed but they joined up with the townsfolk. Perhaps the slaves did the same.”

I nodded. It was a possibility, although remote. The slaves would have had to approach from the southern end of town. Meaning crossing through the territory of the Royal Guard. That group I freed didn’t strike me as a particularly stealthy bunch. That left a few options. Either the Commander was right and they joined with the locals, they died during their trip, or they were recaptured by the Black Dragon.

I hoped they had survived. They were unique as far as humans went. I hadn’t encountered another human that was able to choose their race. The system being damaged and preventing that choice for me. It also made me realize I had never really asked anyone else about it. I would pick Martin’s mind later, right now we had other things going on.

The piled debris that blocked off streets was impressive if a bit haphazard. A tangled mess of vehicles, furniture, along with loose rocks and bricks made up the majority of the pile we were staring at.

It stood nearly twenty feet high, a monument to mankind's triumph over garbage. I shook my head. A single earth mage would have been able to produce more effective barriers. It took Martin and me less than two minutes to climb the pile and land back on the street at the far side. The fact that ten angry men appeared out of nearby buildings to surround us didn’t even surprise me.

Of course, they would have to keep the piles guarded, as shoddy as they were.

“Whoa, easy there, fella’s,” Martin said, raising his hands.

He saw that I was not following along so kicked me in the shin.

I grunted but raised my hands as well.

“Who are you and why are you here?”

“Yeah, we don’t want no outworlders, take your fancy shit and go.”

“Outworlders?” Martin scoffed, “I’ll have you know I was born and raised in Mississippi and my friend here is as local as you can get,”

I saw Martin gesture with his hand in my direction.

“He does have that stupid southern accent,” a third man added.

I saw Martin bristle at those words, but the other men didn’t seem to notice.

“You didn’t answer our first question,” the original speaker asked, aiming a spear toward us that glowed with a silver light.

“My name is Martin, and my Friend here is Paul. We came to try and help.”

“Help? Help, how?”

“Well, we would like to discuss that with your leadership, if possible. But generally speaking, to help make it safer for everyone in town.”

“Bruce, let's just get rid of them, they sound like spies or some shit,” the third man that from now on I would refer to as the idiot said.

Bruce slapped the idiot upside the head.

“I didn’t ask for your opinion, Greg.”

The idiot, formerly known as Greg, rubbed his head as he stepped off to the side.

This was Martin’s show, but I was curious as to what we were dealing with, so I used Identify on the leader.

Bruce | Spartan | Level 12

I chuckled when I pictured the slender man among one of the Spartans from that movie.

“What are you laughing at!” Bruce demanded, aiming the spear my way.

“Nothing, I just thought of something funny.”

The man didn’t look mollified but I didn’t particularly care. He was the highest leveled person here, there was little we had to worry about.

“My friend has a tick and tends to laugh at inopportune times, due to stress, he’s also a bit of an idiot,” Martin cut in.

The man seemed to think about that for a bit before turning back to Martin. “You have any weapons?”

Martin nodded slowly.

“You will have to turn over any weapons before you are allowed to see the council.”

‘Oh great, another fucking council,’ I thought. Did they just pop up like weeds because nobody could decide who should lead them?

“As long as they are returned when we leave, I don’t see this as being an issue.”

Martin handed over his mana pistol, which was probably worth more than the entire gear of all ten people surrounding us. I handed over my staff, well, I kicked it over as it had fallen to the ground when I raised my hands.

Two men approached and frisked the two of us, before using plastic zip cuffs to tie our hands behind our backs. I realized these people were woefully ignorant of the world at large if they thought the handcuffs would hold anyone. They didn’t even glance at my storage rings as we were frisked. It made sense seeing as they had walled themselves off and never left the town. They were likely surviving off scavenged food from the supermarket.

As we were walked through the town by four of the ten men, I heard one in the back whisper. “Should we take him to one of the out-of-towners and have their levels checked?”

“You going to pay the fee? That prick charges a meal voucher for every service. Besides, we captured these two without a fight, how high of a level could they possibly be?”

I thanked my high perception otherwise I wouldn’t have heard the conversation. It also clued me into the fact that at least one of the people here had come from Durbinton if they had an identification ability. God, every time I thought of that name of that town I found it more asinine.

We were eventually led to a building that looked like a masonic temple. You know, home of the Freemasons and Illuminati rumors. The reality was way more mundane though. Mostly they just had a banquet hall that they rented out, and a small bar for members only. Occasionally they would do some act of charity for the community. How do I know this? Well, my father was a member and we would come to a building similar to this twice a year when he was alive.

The inside of the building was dimly lit by wavering candles, adding the strange scent of the flavored candles to the mix of old tobacco and the smell of so many old people, having come through the building in its prime. It was the same smell you got when you visited a nursing home.

We were brought into the main hall which was large enough to house maybe a hundred people. There was a short stage on one end, more just a step than anything. Sitting behind a table on that stage were five people.

They looked quite busy, writing on sheets of paper and handing them to others that sprinted out a back door.

The keyword there was ‘looked’ My perception aided me again when I was able to spot the writing on one sheet. It was only for a second but I could read it clearly. It was complete gibberish. I realized they were trying to put on a show of being important and I couldn’t hold back my laughter.

Everyone in the room stopped and all eyes turned to me. I couldn’t help it, it was the funniest shit I had seen since the world went to hell.

“What is the meaning of this!” one of the women behind the table asked in a pompous voice.

I doubled over, laughing even harder.

Apparently, that was the wrong response as Bruce shoved the butt end of his spear into my side.

“You will show respect to the council!” he growled.

I barely even felt the action, but I finally got myself under control as I stood up straight and wiped a tear from my eye.

This got angry murmurs from the guards as they all aimed weapons at me.

I was confused for a split second before remembering that I had been handcuffed. Whoops.

Before the scene spiraled more out of control, Martin spoke up.

“Please excuse my friend, he is having a hard time and suffers from a condition that causes him to laugh at inappropriate times.”

“Like that guy from that movie?” One of the hall guards said.

“Exactly,” Martin added.

“I thought that was a made-up condition.”

“No, as you can see it’s a real condition,” Martin replied.

The councilwoman that spoke before, piped in. “Perhaps the guards here can take your “special” friend outside while we talk?”

I didn’t bother fighting the guards and followed along quietly as two of them led me to a different room. This woman thought she was a big fish in a small pond when in reality she was a tiny fish in an ocean of predators. It wasn’t even worth my time to be mad at her comment. Martin would work his magic and this deal with the Commander would happen or it wouldn’t. It was probably better if I wasn’t there to fuck things up.

            

    
        Chapter 133: Mission complete

    
    
    
    
                The deal took Martin three weeks to hammer out. Most of that was wasted with that stupid council, mainly just the one woman. She kept trying to control everything and considering her class was called politician, it was no surprise. The fact that her level was only seven, spoke volumes of her talent.

Nothing changed until they brought in someone who had the Identify skill. I didn’t recognize the man and he didn’t recognize me or Martin. But that didn’t stop him from turning pale when he read off our levels to the councilwoman. After that, the woman was less of a pain in the ass, and Martin was able to push through a meeting between the two groups.

I saw well-hidden relief on most of the other councilors' faces. After having to perfect a stony exterior or face punishment as a slave, it was easy to see the telltale signs. It seems they had been hoping to come to some agreement with the Commander but were bullied by the woman not to offer anything in return. I didn’t know what she had on them to make her so effective at keeping control and I didn’t care. The Commander wouldn’t put up with it but it was no concern of mine what happened to her.

The actual meeting took no more than three days. It was a whole lot of posturing for insignificant gains and I didn’t even attend after the first day.

I spent the next two days, along with Ska and Fiona, searching for the goblin nest. We eventually located it in the old high school. The building had been abandoned as it was too far out of town to defend by either group. That hadn’t stopped goblins from claiming it and multiplying like damn rabbits.

My first thought was to burn the place to the ground and be done with it but the building was made from thick stone and concrete. Not much to burn. The hardest part was securing the myriad of exits to the building. With only the three of us, it wasn’t possible.

Knowing this was the case, we scouted the building. There were a total of eighteen exits. Some were closed up, like the garage doors, and likely wouldn’t be used. That still left fifteen doors. I didn’t include the windows in my plan because they were few and far between, and the larger ones were on the second floor.

Splitting up would net us the best results but none of us knew the layout of the building or if higher leveled goblins were inside.

“Some are going to get away,” Fiona remarked.

I nodded, pondering our options. I wished I had spent more time creating runic traps. They would have come in handy in this situation.

“Ok, here’s what we do. Clear out any goblins hanging around the outside of the building. Then Ska and I will head for one of the side entrances. This way the tighter halls will help us control the number of goblins coming at us at once. Fiona, watch the main entrance and kill anything that attempts to flee. Ska and I will drive toward the main entrance from inside. If it gets to be too much, just come join us.”

Fiona nodded, turning invisible as she hurried off. Ska split off as well, we could clear the goblins outside by ourselves without much issue. The goblins usually hung out in small groups, or alone, if they were trying to hide something they found. If this is all the creatures did they wouldn’t be much of a menace. But they always attacked nearby villages according to Frathsar.

The actual fighting was nothing to write home about. None of the goblins turned out to be above level ten and that was the Shaman. I had hoped for a rematch but the Shaman attempted to flee along with ten other goblins. Fiona spotted them and easily took the group down. Some goblins did flee but the three of us made a concerted effort to track down every last one of the little green shits.

With that and the alliance finally settled, we dropped Frathsar off, retrieved our money from Lord Shithead, and headed back to Texas.

Ten of the Commander’s men had left to follow the orders of the Lord. I shook my head at their stupidity but it was their choice. Our work in this part of the world was over. I didn’t plan on ever coming back. There were too many bad memories up here.

There were a few changes I noticed on the trip back. One was that weird mushroom biome. Everything appeared wilted and dead. It was probably for the best since those spores were dangerous.

The other change was a bit more of a concern. When we flew around the mountain over the sea, the cave entrance we had created was gone. It meant someone had repaired the hole and taken up residence again. Nobody tried shooting at us though, not that they could see us with the cloak up but it was a worrying development. I would keep my eyes and ears open for any hint that people were being attacked in the area again.

Pinging Reaper didn’t get me any hits, which wasn’t surprising. I didn’t know what to do about the Stygian Order and until I got a lead, nothing I could do.

Houston hadn’t changed much. The wall had steadily expanded in the month that we were gone, getting close to walling in another section of the city.

If anything the city and surrounding area seemed less dangerous. I knew the Marshall and his men made a great effort to clear out monsters of all sorts from the surroundings. Of course, our team helped with that goal.

I had turned off the cloak as I neared the city. I knew one of the Marshall’s men would spot us and let him know we were back. I set the fortress back down in our familiar parking lot and waited for the weight to settle on the landing legs before letting out a sigh of relief. It was good to be home.

***

The Marshall was the first person to greet us after we arrived. “I assume that since you are back that you were successful?”

“We were.”

“Then congratulations are in order.”

I accepted the outstretched hand and shook it.

“I’m glad all of you have returned, after so long we figured something might have happened.”

“I needed to go to my old hometown to see an old friend. Then we got caught up in some local politics. Martin can fill you in if you’re interested.”

“It’s always something,” the man groused. “I would offer to throw a celebration but I know you aren’t much for those.”

“Thanks, really, I just want to rest. A few days of doing nothing will do us some good. Then I can start on making Houston the shipping hub of the area.”

The Marshall nodded. “We never did get approval for more funding.”

“That’s fine, I’ll build it myself and hire workers. The Mayor will be kicking himself when he learns how much money I will be raking in.”

The Marshall chuckled at this. He didn’t much care for the mayor either, but he was a public servant, even before the System.

Martin and Fiona headed off with the Marshall. I knew the two of them were going to clue the Marshall in on Fiona’s condition. Also, Martin wanted to get caught up with what happened in his absence.

“You sticking around or going hunting?” I asked Ska.

His throat rumbled while he thought about it. “I will rest a day, then I will hunt. Will you join me on occasion?”

“Sure, we also need to have a duel, it's been too long.”

He rumbled in approval, jumping onto the fortress and running toward the top to sun himself. I shook my head as I pulled out an awning from my ring and set up a hammock below. I plopped into the hammock and drifted off to sleep to the sounds of small wildlife that had returned to the city.

***

A month went by in a blur. I had the duel with Ska, who finally bested me in combat. I didn’t make it easy for him though and it was only a mistake of footing making me slip that ended with him taking the match. As proof of that our next three duels went my way. But they were closer matches.

The two of us hunted more criminals and wildlife, occasionally joined by Fiona. Martin was busy as the summit now included four other cities to the Northwest, West, and even one in the South, across the old Mexican border.

Today was my day to work on the barges. The preliminary work to find a suitable barge, gather the materials, and somehow get the damn thing on land had taken longer than expected. It had taken posting a job offer in the city. Now I had three Earth mages in my employ, much to the anger of the Mayor. It wasn’t my fault he wasn’t paying the Earth mages to help build up the wall. Besides, he still had two.

I lucked out though as two of mine were civil engineers, prior to the System. With their help, we quickly… well, they did mostly, construct a dry dock for the barges. Then all I needed to do was pump the water out and the barge would settle on the pylons. It took days to pump the water out, using the industrial pump I sourced. I had plenty of mana engines to power the unit.

The Earth mages also reinforced the warehouse walls that we had commandeered for the project. The dry dock was located over ten miles from the walled-off section of the city. So secure transport needed to be provided for my employees. While they built the dry dock, I assembled a ground-based vehicle for them to use. It wouldn’t do to have a dump truck-sized critter like the porcupine attack them while I wasn’t around.

I arrived at the entrance to the warehouse, the thick steel door was layered in runes of protection. I didn’t include defenses like the fortress, that would be overkill. There wasn’t anything in the warehouse, I just used it to layout the runic plates I was working with. And I stored those away before I left each night.

I was about to get to work when one of the mages entered from the dry dock entrance.

“Boss, we got a bit of a situation out here.”

I looked up with a frown, I think the mages name was Charles. “What sort of situation?”

“Um, best if you see for yourself.”

I sighed but followed the man outside and around to the dry dock where I heard people yelling.

What met my eyes was a group of people dressed as if they had freshly walked off a golf course, yelling at the other two mages. I only caught the tail end of the argument.

“…is, I demand that you stop at once.”

“Can I help you, folks?” I said, stepping up next to my employees.

“Are you in charge here?” the man demanded.

“Depends on what you are referring to?”

“This,” the man gestured to the dry dock, spittle flying from his lips.

“Yes, this is my project, what of it?”

“I demand you stop at once!”

“Why would I do that?”

“Because, those barges belong to me, and I never gave you or anyone else the authority to use them.”

“I don’t see your name on them,” I answered back, crossing my arms.

“Then, open your fucking eyes, you moron! My name is on the side,” the man said, emphasizing every word before he went to poke me in the chest at the last word.

My hand whipped out like lightning, bending the offending wrist back with a snap. The man cried out and his cronies or guards, reached for weapons, but I wasn’t done. I kicked the man in the knee eliciting another snap before I grabbed him by the throat and hauled him toward me. I did this all before his goons could draw steel.

“Pull out those weapons and I will break his neck. Then I will do the same to you three.”

They paused, frozen in indecision so I continued.

“I don’t give a fuck who you are, or if this shit belonged to you before. It’s mine now. You have a problem with that?”

The man I was holding shook his head.

“Good, now, why don’t the four of you runoff, and if I see you fucktards bothering my people again, I will not go easy on you.”

With my last words, I shoved the man at his goons and walked away.

They quickly pulled him along as they rushed off.

“Fucking dickwads,” I muttered.

“You sure that was ok?” Charles asked. “Those people are from that fancy gated community.”

“Fuck em. I haven’t seen those elitist pricks lift a finger to help anyone around here. If they want to pick a fight with me, I will show them the error of their ways. How is the draining coming along?” I asked, changing the subject.

The mage looked at the retreating people a second before responding. “Almost done, another day and it should be good. We had to patch a hole that was letting water seep in.”

“Alright, keep up the good work.”

The interaction put me in a sour mood but I had work to do. Too many people still thought money equaled power in this new world. The only thing that truly mattered was power. If I were so inclined very few people could stop me from taking over Houston. Not that I wanted that responsibility. I was happy with what I had, a few good friends, and a way to leave everything else behind.

            

    
        Chapter 134: Merchant-dising

    
    
    
    
                The dry dock was ready and the old barge rested on pillars of stone a few feet above my head. I was examining the bottom to check for any issues I would need to deal with before attaching the plates. There was a thick layer of barnacles that needed to be removed but they proved to be not as strong as I was as I scrapped them away with a wide blade, enhanced with magic.

The creatures were between levels two and eight. I had the mages take care of them, essentially free experience though it didn’t add up to a lot.

The dirty work took about two hours and I finally had a clean…ish underside. It was still rusty from lack of maintenance but it would have to do. Since this was being designed to be as rugged as possible, I would be welding the plates in place. As with the fortress, there were more plates than needed and half could fail and still keep the barge aloft. It wouldn’t be fast, there wasn’t enough surface area in the front or rear to mount a significant amount of the mover plates. And it weighed significantly more than anything else I had built, even eclipsing the fortress in tonnage.

The work went quickly with the help of the mages. Having them position the plates and hold them in place with earth magic allowed me to focus on welding. My skills as a welder were sub-par but I had practiced on scrap metal while I waited. It would be acceptable for the purpose. Maybe for the next project, I would hire an actual welder. I’m sure a few survived.

In two days, the first floating barge was complete. It had four short stout landing pads in the corners. Just tall enough to keep the bottom from scraping on a flat surface. There were enough parking lots and roads to set the thing down pretty much anywhere. It was large though, at over two hundred feet long and about seventy-five feet wide.

It was just a flat platform, designed to be pulled behind a tugboat. I got rid of that restriction by adding a raised steering platform to the rear, similar to most ships. That had been heavily reinforced by runes, giving it the same amount of protection as my fortress had. Anyone attempting to assault the ship would find breaking into the steering section a daunting proposition.

There was no defensive magic aside from a light shield that kept everything about from getting buffeted by the wind. The mana heart I embedded into the control console and out of sight. It would have to be ripped apart to get at it, destroying the mechanism in the process. The only thing visible was a silver filigree of mithril that allowed the operator or another attendant to charge the vessel. I figured a five-hundred capacity mana heart was more than sufficient for the first test.

“So who wants to go with on the maiden voyage?” I asked, looking at my three employees.

They looked at each other before Charles spoke up. “No offense boss, but I prefer to stay grounded.”

I grunted in amusement at the unintended joke. “Suit yourselves. You might as well, get to floating the next barge into the dry dock. If this thing works as well as I suspect, we are going to get busy soon.”

Once people realized they could make a shit ton of money by shipping goods with me, I would be busy.

The three left the barge while I began the power-up sequence. It quietly rose into the air and maneuvered around as well as I would suspect a massive barge to maneuver. I rotated it to point back toward the ocean, if it did fail at least it would still float. The only cargo aboard was a modified vehicle to get back to shore with.

I was tempted to see if it could hold the weight of the fortress, but I had made my landing struts on the fortress a few feet too wide. Maybe I could get one of the massive dock cranes working to stick some cargo containers aboard for testing. I would keep that in mind if this test went well.

I increased thrust until I was cruising at the maximum speed of twenty miles an hour.

I smiled. “Faster than your shitty tunnel!” I yelled, cruising around the harbor.

***

Gaben fumed as he rested on his porch, overlooking the ocean in the distance. His broken bones had been set by a neighbor of his that had been a doctor prior to the fall, and now had some strange class called Mender. “Why not just call it a fucking doctor,” he groused. That man had humiliated him in front of his friends and his private security had done nothing to stop him. He had fired the guard immediately upon returning.

There was a knock at his front door and he heard his maid go to answer it. Most of his staff had stuck around, promises of security able to get them to stay and pick classes befitting of their station. Some had left and some had tried to attack him, neither of those groups had survived. Not that he much cared. He still paid his loyal people with good old US dollars. He had convinced them that the money was still good, thanks to his class called Inducer.

It wasn’t exactly brainwashing, more like inserting suggestions and it only worked on weak-minded people, then again Gaben was only level six.

“Mister Gaben, Mister Rosewill is here to speak with you.”

Oh, he hadn’t seen Edward in months, not since some sick bastard killed his little girl. “Send him in, Consuelo.”

“It’s been a while Edward, what brings you by?”

“A person of mutual interest.”

“Oh, and who might that be?” he asked intrigued.

***

I finished the shakedown cruise after two hours, only losing one plate that broke away. The section I welded it to, had been too rotten to support it. Not a big deal, I had spares, but that one was lost to the ocean. The barge was capable of cruising at five hundred feet, same as the fortress but it used less power around two hundred feet. I marked that down in the user’s manual I was having to create. There was also a new addition to the design, a panel that displayed the condition of the plates. It was just red or green, it's how I knew I had lost a panel. It was simple enough to operate. I was going to add a similar panel to the fortress. There was a tiller to steer and an adjustable lever to change the height. Not much to it other than learning how the barge handled.

I moved it next to the dock and set it down in the water, another benefit of using a barge instead of something else. I tied off the ropes and jumped onto the dock. It was a half-mile away from my dry dock but near the crane and had easier access to help people and goods board. Even if I couldn’t get the crane working, wagons could still get on by crossing the ramp.

I didn’t have time to play with the crane today, I needed to find willing participants that wanted to make some money.

***

“Heard you had a row with one of the rich folk,” The Marshall said, catching me as I was walking past his office building.

“Just some ass sticking his nose where it doesn’t belong. Why did he come complaining to you?”

The Marshall nodded, “Not him specifically, but a lawyer friend of his. Kept spouting about an assault and the law and that I needed to arrest you and blah blah blah. I simply told him, that if the law still stood, that the barges were considered abandoned and no longer belonged to Mr. Hewitt. But I would appreciate it if you would stop going around and hurting folks. Eventually, someone is going to get ideas that I can’t keep the peace around here.”

“I can’t guarantee that, but I will try. But I won’t back down if some stuck-up prick comes trying to take what doesn’t belong to them.”

“Fair enough. Where you off to anyway?”

“Heading into town, the barge is up and running, now I need some enterprising merchants to sell the idea to.”

“Well, good luck with that. Martin should be at the courthouse if you wanna go say hi.”

“Thanks, I think I’ll do that.”

The Marshall tipped his hat as he turned around and walked back to his office.

As I walked, I thought back on the last few weeks. It was a change of pace from what I was used to but it was nice. At least for the moment. I would be back to fighting monsters and people bent on evil soon. With that in mind, I had condensed my skillset, getting rid of skills that were not useful and seeing what Void Lottery earned me.

I dropped Acidic Coating, Reflect, Nightwalker, Wall of Thorns, Brute Strength, Protection, Shroud, Life Link, Mana Link, and Word of Power. These were skills I didn’t use or frankly didn’t want to use as in the case of Word of Power. Losing a permanent point of Intelligence didn’t seem like a good trade for a spell that could only be used one time. Mana Link and Life Link just weren’t that good. Not for as high a level as they had come from. Sure Mana Link gave me the ability to recover mana by attacking but the percentage was so low as to make it useless in a fight. Life Link would help my allies but its duration was extremely short and you had to be close to the target for it to be of any use. I would be better off healing the person myself.

I also had a theory that higher leveled spells might produce a higher-level return. What I got in return was a bit surprising.

Frostwave: Produce a 10m long cone of freezing air that coats everything it touches in ice, reducing Agility by 3 in the area and causing anyone caught in the spell to take INT x .2 modifier frost damage. Cost 80 mana. Cooldown 30 min

The first spell I got was a decent attack spell. It wasn’t as damaging as Earth Fist but with the cone, it was far more effective against a group of enemies. It also reduced agility which many melee builds seemed to max out. I wouldn’t be surprised to see more fighters in the future with agility above the cap similar to Ska.

Victorious Shout: Your voice is a beacon of hope to your allies! Reduce damage to allies by 20% for three minutes. Cost 100 mana 25 Stamina. Cooldown 1 hour

Damage reduction of any sort was a huge boon. It was certainly better than straight armor, considering all the skills that could bypass armor. The flavor text made me think that if the person casting the spell, fell during the fight it would have disastrous consequences for anyone under the spell. What those were, I couldn’t say.

Corrupting Touch: Your touch causes the affected surface to quickly decay and putrify dealing INT x 2 damage per second for ten seconds. Cost 10 health 85 mana. Cooldown 5 min

This spell was a damage over time ability that did massive damage, or it did with my high intelligence. It also gave me a counter against those nature-based creatures like that nature elemental and its stupid fast regeneration.

Summon Pygmy Goat: Summon a level one pygmy goat to keep you company. Summon cannot attack and only has one health. Each day the goat remains alive it gains a level and 100 health. Cost 1 mana. Cooldown resets when goat dies

I wasn’t sure what to think about this spell. What would the goat even be good for if it couldn’t attack? I guess it could be used as a meat shield if you managed to keep it alive for a few days. Then I imagined what a goat that was alive for a year would be like. Not that I expected anyone with this sort of spell to be able to keep a goat alive for that length of time. Perhaps the class it was derived from had synergistic abilities to use with it. It was on the chopping block for Void Lottery.

Cannibalize: Reduce an item to its component parts or extract precious ores. Item must be held to be applicable. Cost 35 mana. Cooldown 20 min

At first glance, I thought this was some disturbing ability to eat other humans. Thankfully, it turned out to be rather benign in nature. It made me think it had come from dwarves or even gnomes with its description. Perhaps it would be useful, time would tell.

It wasn’t a bad set of skills overall, but not the bounty I had hoped for. Oh well, At least I would use these skills.

***

I arrived at the city and spoke with some of the merchants that had set up shop around the outside of the Bazaar. A few seemed interested but most were skeptical of my claims at easy-to-reach and safe trade locations. I set the hook by offering the first trip free of charge. About half the merchants took me up on the offer and I notified them of the locations we would be visiting. This way they could arrange for what to sell better.

I wasn’t worried about having a full load of sellers. Once word got back to town, more people would seek out the opportunity. But those wouldn’t make nearly as much as the adventurous merchants.

With that bit of business out of the way, I went into the Bazaar to purchase some more components for my next barge. Unfortunately, I realized I was almost out of funding again. After we had returned to Texas, the four of us had gone through the loot from the dwarven stronghold and sold it off in the Bazaar. Fiona wanted me to take her cut but I refused, sticking it in one of the hidden rings within the fortress. I had a feeling she would eventually be able to remain in her human body at some point and she would need the money.

That haul had made the four of us extremely rich. Even more so than selling off the mana cannons. My cut had quickly been spent on expensive rune crafting components. Mithril and the mana hearts being the most expensive of the bits. After my purchase today, I was left with five hundred credits and enough material for a second barge.

I decided to sell a few more of my runic weapons as I needed just a bit more money to purchase two replacement staves. The bone of these staves was a dark grey instead of the white of my previous ones and I had two different staves built. One had the same style of ends with the short spike but the other had one end that resembled a stylized lion and a roaring dragon on the other. It was ridiculous and over the top but presented a powerful image to anyone that saw it.

I wanted to try and make a masterwork weapon and starting with a superbly crafted staff would make that much easier.

After my shopping spree, I went in search of Martin.

            

    
        Chapter 135: Unfinished tasks

    
    
    
    
                I found Martin where the Marshall said he would be, but he was in a meeting. I decided to hang out with Fiona until his meeting ended.

“Been a while, how’s everything going?”

“Good, but having to wait around can be tiring. I don’t know how Martin can enjoy politics this much.”

I chuckled, “just another challenge to conquer. Much easier than dealing a fatal blow to another person I imagine.”

“I guess you’re right, at least I still have our evenings together,” she added quietly.

“Is something wrong?”

“No… well, not exactly, just something not physically possible.”

“…”

I didn’t want to think about her and Martin getting intimate.

Fiona sighed, “I want to be a mother.”

“… oh… OH. Can’t get pregnant because you revert to your spectral form?”

She nodded sadly.

“Well, it doesn’t seem like it will be that way forever. I mean, you’ve gone from being dead to having a physical form.”

“I know, but it seems like all progress to expanding that ability has come to a halt recently.”

“Do you think it has anything to do with you being my spectral companion and since I haven’t grown, neither have you?”

“I don’t know, it’s not like there is much information about this process. But I think you might be partially correct. I only seemed to get expanded abilities when I put myself between you and near death.”

“…well, that isn’t ideal is it.”

She gave me the look, “no, no it isn’t.”

“That isn’t good for me either, it's not like I enjoy being at death’s door, even if I do enjoy a challenge. I planned on heading out on the barge in a few days if you and Martin want to join me?”

“Martin is busy with these negotiations so I doubt he will be available anytime soon. But I might as well join you. Is Ska coming along?”

“I’m not sure, I haven’t seen him much since we returned. He spends most of his time with the Marshall’s men rounding up criminals. If he’s around we can ask him.”

Just then the door to the meeting room opened accompanied by angry shouting and a group of disgruntled people shoving past Fiona and me. One of the men tried to shoulder shove me out of the way, only to fall on his ass, earning a glare from his buddies.

The man looked accusingly at me before he got to his feet and joined his buddies down the hall.

“What was that all about?” I asked Fiona.

“No idea, they usually aren’t this angry after a meeting.”

“That would be my fault,” Martin stated, walking up to us.

“Oh, I thought you were the man with the silver tongue?”

“I save that for the ladies,” he said with a wink toward Fiona, who glared at him.

“There better be only one LADY that you use that on.”

“Whoa, you know I would never…ahem, anyway back to what you asked, Paul. They are angry that they aren’t getting preferential treatment to access the Bazaar.”

“Seems like a small matter?”

“It would be but the Mayor decided to use the Bazaar as a bargaining chip but he wants to wield it like a blunt instrument.”

“Didn’t he give Hornwell rights to access the Bazaar though?”

“He did, and that is one of the reasons they are angry. They want the same rights as the Hornwell deal but that was in place before the Mayor’s change of heart.”

“What is he asking for in return?”

“The Mayor wants half of their rich ore deposits for access to the Bazaar. And that was after I talked him down from 65%. They offered twenty, and that is more than fair but I can’t get a deal to happen until someone folds or something major changes.”

“Sounds like a fucked up situation all around. But maybe I can help. I recently finished the first barge. In a few days, I am taking some merchants on a trip around the area to sell their stuff.”

Martin rubbed his chin in thought, “that may work. It could take a few weeks until things start to tip away from the Mayor. I don’t think he understands just how overpriced everything is in the Bazaar.”

“Wait, it is?”

“Oh, yea… bigtime. There is a local chemist that is creating health potions for half the cost of one from the Bazaar. The mana portions aren’t quite there yet, but they only cost eighty percent as much. As people's skills grow, the price will only go down. Plus people will remember the Mayor’s greed and reluctance to share access to the Bazaar, souring relations further down the line.”

“Access to the Bazaar will still have some value though, right? I mean why not just sell your items there instead of selling them at a loss outside?”

“Sure, but mainly for individuals. Or for esoteric things that are hard to come by on earth. As for selling outside the Bazaar versus selling inside, that’s easy, less competition. While you may charge less, if there is nobody else supplying the item, you essentially control the market. You also can sell more volume, offsetting the costs.”

“Makes sense. I guess I now have a monopoly on trade and magic gear.”

“Yes you do, my fabulously wealthy friend,” he said with a big smile, slapping his arm around my shoulder.

I just shook my head ruefully.

***

Martin and Fiona had to go, more meetings and… other things to do. That was fine, I needed to go to the fortress and rune craft my new staves. I was itching to try out some new combinations I had come up with.

Before I went there, I checked in with the Marshall. Ska wouldn’t be back for at least a week, according to him. Five of the Marshall’s men along with Ska were tracking down a group far to the west. I guess that left Fiona as my only company for when we left. It would be like old times and I looked forward to it.

The fortress was quiet and empty when I made my way inside. I grabbed a cold beer from the fridge and headed to my workshop. I plopped down on my chair and sneezed as a thin layer of dust rose up. I grunted as I rose back up and turned on the air filters. I hadn’t been in the room in almost two months. It seemed almost sacrilegious of me to avoid the place for so long.

As the ventilation fan kicked in, I took a towel and brushed the dust off of everything, letting it float through the air until it was swallowed up by the vent. I didn’t want anything interfering with my carving, and a sneeze at the wrong time could ruin an item.

I looked over to the corner of the room where my failed railgun project lay in pieces. I had figured out how to make it work but it was so finicky that it wasn’t worth the effort. A mana cannon was much simpler to produce.

Speaking of mana cannons, I had designs for a much more improved model, that could focus the energies into a tight beam. It was closer to a particle cannon than a laser but calling it a mana particle cannon sounded stupid so I dubbed it the mana laser. The design was still in early testing and I wouldn’t be fiddling with it today. No, I had new weapons of my own to build.

I pulled out both staves and set the ornamental one off to the side on a rack I had built. I planned on filling that rack with all sorts of staves when I got time.

The first stave was easy to construct as I already knew the basic framework from making it in the past. I was thinking of dropping the ability to shrink but decided to keep it for this staff in particular. There was no telling when I would come across the need for a smaller weapon.

Seeing as I had Time Shudder now, there was less need to blind my opponents. The pain aspect was also being less effective as the creatures and people I fought grew in power. I kept the spiritual siphon as it had saved me more than once.

I replaced the old runes with a new combination I had developed. It was another set of siphoning abilities and merged well with the first. One siphoned off stamina and the other mana. When I finished I inspected the staff.

Consuming Void

Quality: Exquisite

Damage as Staff: 22-45 bludgeoning/piercing/spiritual siphoning/mana siphoning/stamina siphoning x3 critical damage

Damage as Mace: 15-25 bludgeoning/piercing/spiritual siphoning/mana siphoning/stamina siphoning x3 critical damage

This dark chalbast bone staff is capped with an Osmium Mithril alloy, engraved with runic enchantments to consume stamina, mana, and strike out at the ethereal. A separate enchantment allows the staff to shrink down to half its length to act like a mace.

I grunted in annoyance at missing the masterwork quality. As for the rest of the staff, I was more than happy. I did wonder if the naming convention had anything to do with my class. I kind of wanted to know what a dark chalbast was and why such a beast had bones the color of dark ash.

I set the staff aside and picked up the other one. I rubbed my hand over the surface, examining the two heads. This one was going to take some time to complete. I needed to figure out how I wanted to layout the runic pattern. As for the actual runes, that was going to be interesting. For the dragon-headed side, I had stumbled upon a rune combination that enhanced elemental damage. It took a lot of runes to cover all the elements though. For the lion side, I had only come up with that specific set of runes after our encounter with the orc chief.

When I used Shockwave to slam him into the ground it gave me an idea. One I spent a considerable amount of time trying to replicate in rune form. It turned out, incorporating some of the runes I had used in my railgun design had been the answer. The tricky part was going to be getting all the runes to play nice. This was where my new cutoff came into play. No more exploding weapons for me. Consuming Void already had it built-in.

It was simple enough to implement the safety feature. Now if my hands left the staff, all magic would go inert, or that was the idea. It was still possible some magic could detonate but it would be far less than before.

I figured out my plan of action and got to laying out the design with a magical stencil I had picked up. It left no marks but would leave a glowing blue imprint of where everything should be.

I hadn’t bothered on the other staff, wanting to see if I could accomplish a masterwork with my own skill. I wasn’t quite at that level yet.

It was a good thing I had the stencil. I had to start over four times before the layout properly covered the staff and both heads. Now came the grueling work of carving in the runes.

It took me a full twelve hours to carve every painstaking rune into the staff. Thankfully rune crafting was rather forgiving. The runic geometry as I came to call it – calling it a simple knot didn’t seem to do it justice anymore – took a few hours and had to be completed in one go or it might not be possible to match the exact movement of the previous attempts. But each separate rune could be carved at any time. When I felt fatigued, I rested. Even so, the actual work took eight hours.

The end result was worth every drop of sweat as I watched in awe as the ends of the staff changed. The dragon's scales went from dark silver to a multichromatic look. And while the lion head didn’t change color just looking at it felt like it weighed on your soul. I wasted no more time and inspected the staff.

Dominion and Destruction

Quality: Masterwork

Damage: 28-50 bludgeoning x3 critical damage

Dragon Head: Enhances all elemental abilities used by the wielder

Lion Head: Imparts a crushing force equal to ten times the wielder's strength when activated. Cost 25 mana.

A masterwork weapon of dark chalbast bone and an Osmium Mithril alloy that imbibes the forces of dominion and destruction. Feel fear and tremble before my might!

I let out a low whistle, giving the weapon a twirl. The dragon's head seemed to catch the light and reflect it like a stained glass window. The lion’s head emitted an aura of authority making you feel inferior just by gazing at it, but while I twirled the staff that effect was amplified, making it seem like you were an ant standing before a hurricane. I really wanted to go test it out on some dumb schmuck.
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                I spent the remaining day practicing with my new staves just to get a feel for them. I was more than happy with the results.

The morning to leave came quickly and I was standing next to the freshly christened barge. Silk Road was the name my employees had decided on for the craft. I thought it was a bit presumptuous but didn’t argue about it. There were certainly worse names they could have gone with.

The barge rested in the same parking lot as the fortress, the ramp extended to allow the merchants to get their carts aboard. It seems a few more merchants had decided to take my offer as more than previously agreed to my offer got on board. That was a good sign that they saw this opportunity in a positive light.

Fiona was spending the last hour with Martin before we left. Who could blame her, we were going to be gone for nearly two weeks. In that time we would hit up eight different towns and also cross the Spine to hit up that town we freed from the Cartel goons.

The last wagon of goods came aboard and I retracted the ramp.

“Please use the tie-downs to secure your goods for transport,” I yelled over the noise of the merchants' conversations.

A few looked around before they spotted the anchor points on the deck of the barge. Simple ratchet straps were included in a box on the deck. Most seemed confused but they watched the few human merchants and figured out how to operate the devices. That had been another surprise. Most of the merchants I had convinced to come were outworlder merchants. I guess I shouldn’t have been too surprised as they were more familiar with the Bazaar and its costs.

Fiona appeared next to me just as the last merchants were securing their loads. Many of the carts reminded me of Frathsar’s and I assumed they were magical in nature, allowing for the merchants to store an enormous amount of items for sale inside.

Storage rings were nice for a single person’s use but even the most expensive ones could only carry nine cubic feet of gear. You could have a master craft a larger one but there were limitations on the magical framework available for items of that size. Even a necklace couldn’t go far beyond that limit of storage. I had seen the inside of Frathsar’s cart and it was like looking into a warehouse.

The magic of the carts was also different than the rings. If a storage ring was destroyed, everything inside was lost. When Frathsar lost his cart, all of his items still existed, there was some weird pocket space and all he needed was another entry point created with that specific coordinate for him to be able to access it again. Frathsar hadn’t told me this but I overheard a conversation while I was roaming the Bazaar.

It was no wonder Frathsar didn’t mention it, If you somehow got the coordinates, nothing was stopping you from having an entryway crafted to access those items yourself. This made those magical coordinates the most prized possession of any merchant.

I waited a few more minutes for the merchants to settle before I spoke. “Prepare for liftoff!”

I smiled at the concerned look on the merchant's faces before I stepped inside the control room and began powering up the barge. Fiona sat on the roof, swinging her legs back and forth in boredom. She had nothing to really do but keep me company and we would have plenty of time to chat on the slow journey.

There was a metallic groan as the landing gear scrapped across the parking lot while we rose into the air. A stray gust of wind had pushed us slightly before the directional plates stabilized the platform. In moments we were a dozen feet into the air and rising. The shield popped into place to protect us from wind and other small hazards and I rotated us toward the west and our first destination.

***

The first three towns were much the same. Small groups of people had gathered together to try and survive the new world. They had been notified ahead of time by the Marshall’s men that a group of merchants would be arriving to sell all sorts of goods. They were a bit surprised to see the flying barge but that quickly faded as the merchants got to work hocking their wares.

It was quickly realized that setting up a stall on the barge was much easier than carting the wagons off and bringing them back.

They negotiated with me to just let them set up on the barge and I reluctantly agreed. I got two things out of the agreement. A year-long contract from each merchant to use the barge services once a month and a quicker travel time. They got the ability to sell their wares as fast as possible.

And when I say fast, I do mean fast. The entirety of the first town had flooded the merchants' stalls. And the merchants couldn’t be happier about the sales. We stayed at each town for a full day, allowing people to come and go as needed. The second town was much the same but the barge was packed with people to the point that I had to limit access.

“Let me on board, I need to purchase some items.”

“Sir, wait your turn, the barge is full and you have all day to shop before we move on.”

I was starting to regret my hasty decision to allow the merchants to remain aboard.

“Don’t you know who I am, I demand to be let on right away.”

I snorted, “I don’t care who you are, wait your turn or I will ban you from ever stepping foot on another one of my barges.”

That seemed to finally get through to the stubborn man as he stepped back and grumbled impatiently.

I did actually recognize the man, he had been the rude bastard that ran into me after exiting Martin’s meeting. He didn’t seem to recognize me though. But then again, I was wearing my full armor. My weapons were not on display but I had already shown one rude customer that I didn’t need a weapon to deal with them. I also made a mental note to hire guards. Some of the Marshall’s men might like to earn a few extra credits for a simple job.

As the barge cleared, I let the next group on board. The merchants had set their carts in any location they deemed ideal for sales and I would have to put a stop to that on future trips. It made it a hassle for people to shop and limited the number of people that I could allow on board.

***

It was our sixth stop when we ran into trouble. We were across the old Mexican border and an ex-group of cartel thought they could make an easy payday by forcing their way on board and taking what they wanted.

I saw the group coming, It wasn’t hard to spot them. The townsfolk got out of their way and the group was all armed with swords or hand axes.

“I think that’s far enough!” I stated,” Dominion and Destruction appearing in my hand.

The group slowed to a stop glancing at me and my weapon before looking around. I knew what they were thinking, I was one man and they had eight.

“You will give us everything you have and we will let you leave with your life. If you resist, we will kill you and take it anyway,” the leader said, pointing his machete toward me.

I laughed, I had already checked all of their levels and not a single one was above ten.

“Well, what are you waiting for, come see if you can take it,” I stated, twirling my staff as I watched the gears in their heads turn.

They came to the obvious conclusion as they tried to rush up the long ramp. Some were faster than others due to the activation of skills but none matched mine or Fiona’s speed.

The dragon head on my staff took on an icy aura, turning a crystal-like blue color as I Imbued it with ice and water. The ramp was a choke point that I used to great advantage, casting Frostwave down the length of it.

I had to take a step back as the chill even permeated my skin. The effect of the enhanced magic was devastating to the low-level thugs. The man in the lead was frozen solid and the extreme cold covered the ramp in a haze of ice, causing the remaining men to fall and slide back down. One man remained standing as he was behind the leader at the time. He jumped over the man’s frozen form and came crashing down in front of me while screaming and making an overhead chop with his axes.

I watched him descend, waiting until the last moment to use Time Shudder to avoid his attack. He seemed shocked by the miss but he was more shocked as I shoved the dragon head into his face and released a Stunning Gust.

The man was dead before he hit the ground at the end of the ramp. The spray of ice and water from the dragon’s mouth had been far more potent than the ice from Frostwave. It was condensed into a solid jet of elemental fury, enhanced by the staff and further enhanced by the elemental powers I had Imbued into the staff.

As the man landed amongst his allies his head impacted the ground, shattering like bloody red glass.

The remaining men saw this and tried to run but Fiona cut them down with swift deadly precision.

As the chaos came to an end I heard clapping. When I looked over I saw the people of the town bowing and clapping. Thanking us for ridding them of these evil men. I was a bit embarrassed by the praise as I hadn’t done it to help them.

Due to the disruption, we remained a bit longer in that town. I allowed the people of the town to take the gear off the dead men, it wasn’t any use to me and they seemed like they needed it more anyway.

This had been one of the towns that Martin had visited but they hadn’t sent a representative to negotiate. That changed as a man approached me.

“May I have a moment of your time?” The elderly man asked.

“So long as it doesn’t distract me from my duty.”

The man nodded, “I have heard that you came from Houston is that true?”

“Yes.”

“Would you be willing to bring a passenger there?”

“For what purpose?” I asked, genuinely curious. Passenger services could open up a whole new market for me.

“When your representative arrived a few months ago we had planned to send someone to discuss an alliance but soon after the Cartel men arrived. They had been drawn here by the running vehicle. It is no fault of your town or the man you sent but because of that we were prevented from leaving the city limits.”

“So now that they are dead, you want to send someone as quickly as possible?”

“That is correct. We see the technology and opportunities that are possible with an alliance and we do not wish to be left out.”

“The trip won't be free, but… instead of credits perhaps something else can be arranged?”

“I won’t sell any of our people into slavery or prostitution,” the man added forcefully.

“What… no, nothing like that. I am looking for people that would like a job. You see, I built this barge and I will build more but I can’t pilot all of them myself.”

The man scratched his chin in thought, “Are you willing to accept anyone for this position, or do they need to have some sort of ability?”

“They need to have a decent mana pool. The higher the level the better, but I can help with that.”

“And what about trouble?” the man asked, looking pointedly at the corpses piled below.

“I plan on hiring guards for that. I will pay per trip for each round trip from Houston on the route specified.”

“Very well, I will discuss your proposal. You will remain here for the remainder of the day?”

I nodded.

“Ok, By the end of the day either the representation will come alone and pay in credit or he will bring some people with him.”

With that, the man walked down the ramp and over to a group of older people.

True to his word three people walked up the ramp near nightfall.

“Hello, I am representative Castillo. Behind me are Javier and Maria. Javier is a Venerable Padre and Maria is a Voodoo Priestess. Both are willing to accept your offer for employment.”

I didn’t need the man to tell me their classes as I had used Identify on all three.

Castillo | Shepherd of Verity | Level 9

Javier | Venerable Padre | Level 7

Maria | Voodoo Priestess | Level 8

It seemed like an odd bunch to be together but so be it. “Welcome aboard. Javier and Maria, I will come talk to you before we leave.”

The three nodded as they stepped aboard. The two that wanted to join for employment were young. I doubted they were older than seventeen. I watched as the kids went their own way on the barge. So, no friendship between the two of them. I wondered if it had anything to do with their class choices. I could ponder it later and so long as they got along while I trained them, it would be fine.
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                The night went by quickly and we left early in the morning the next day. Javier and Maria were quiet but studious as I showed them the simple controls to the barge. I let each have a turn with the controls to the horror of the merchants as we plummeted a hundred feet when Javier bumped the height lever.

“Careful,” I said in admonishment. “That lever is very sensitive to height adjustments, and while the barge can’t rise very quickly, it can fall as fast as gravity allows.”

The kid nodded his ashen face from his position on the floor. He had fallen when the barge came to a sudden stop. I hadn’t intervened in the error as I knew it would level out. I was also the only person braced for it to happen as everyone, including the merchants, had fallen.

“Monitor the controls while I go out and see if anyone needs healing.”

“Please, Mr. Paul, let me,” Javier said, getting to his feet.

I nodded as the kid moved past me on slightly wobbly legs.

I turned toward Maria, “try not to crash us into the ground,” I said with a smile.

She blanched as she eyed the controls like her life was in immediate danger.

I might have laughed if she wasn’t mostly right. I hadn’t shown the two how to feed mana into the system yet and wouldn’t need to until after we landed. I figured it was better they focus on one thing at a time.

***

“So what do you think of those two?” I asked Fiona as I lounged on the control room roof.

She shrugged, “they seem competent enough, they are also willing to learn so that’s a bonus. Why do you ask?”

“No reason just wanted to get a second opinion. They remind me a bit of myself when I was younger.”

“Strange, they don’t seem like idiots.”

“Oh, haha. No, quiet, driven, but unsure of themselves.”

“Aren’t all teenagers like that?”

It was my turn to shrug. It wasn’t like I made a habit of befriending kids.

***

Our last stop in Mexico was uneventful. The town was on the smaller side but the locals were ecstatic to see us and purchase anything they could afford. The little hamlet had been a resort town before the system but with no more tourists most of the oceanside buildings had been left to rot. The remaining residents had moved to the farther inland buildings to avoid the predatory monsters that occasionally came out of the ocean. If I didn’t have two weak people with me I might have been tempted to see for myself.

While the merchants were trading and taking orders for future sales I showed Javier and Maria how to charge the system.

“You need to hold this key,” I said, shaking the metal plate in my hand, “then place your hand on this silver plate here. Wait, before we do that, do either of you know how to feed mana into items?”

They both shook their heads.

“Ok, not a big deal, I can show you. Watch.”

They attentively watched while I fed mana into my armor.

“Do you understand? Here, try pushing mana into these,” I held out two tiny mana hearts and watched as they tried and failed to push mana into them. It took a couple of tries before Maria figured it out. Javier was a couple of tries behind her but he got it as well.

“Good, now you see this bar here?” I pointed at the energy level indicator. “You should never let that drop below half unless you have no other choice. The barge can compensate by reducing height but flying lower may not be advisable.

“But, Mr. Paul, it is only at thirty percent,” Maria said.

“Correct. I did that so I could show you how to charge it. It won’t self-adjust the height until it reaches a quarter charge. Now watch how I charge it.”

I didn’t need the plate since I had my tattoo but they would need to use it so I held it in one hand and placed my other on the charging plate. The only reason I could still do this was the mana pathways built into my fake hand.

The charging plate lit up to indicate it was working and the power meter slowly rose to thirty percent.

“Now you both give it a try. I want you to run yourselves as low on mana as possible, you need to know how much of a charge you can add so keep that number in mind. As you level that should increase.”

Javier went first, only managing five percent charge before he passed out from mana exhaustion. I sighed and hauled him over to a chair in the corner. The kid seemed to get a bit over excited at times. I didn’t know if he was doing it just to impress me or what.

“You’re up next Maria, try not to go completely dry like Javier.”

She nodded and stepped up to the charging platform. She managed seven percent before she pulled her hand away, stumbling. I braced her so she wouldn’t fall, and helped her over to the other chair.

“Good.”

Maria seemed to have dedicated a few more points to intelligence over Javier. I found that a bit surprising, considering they both relied on mana heavily but to each their own.

Once Javier regained consciousness I told the two we had one final stop before heading back to Houston. They both watched in awe as I brought the barge’s power back up to full without breaking a sweat.

It was a simple task for me as I expended only my mana regeneration without even dipping into my mana pool. I hadn’t mentioned to them to control their mana outflow but they would figure it out eventually. Some things were better learned than taught, it would leave a bigger impression that way.

We headed out over the ocean on our way east. I pointed out the coast of Texas as we flew past and the area the dwarves lived but I didn’t mention the dwarves, only to stay away from that jut of land that I called the horn. They nodded.

I did have Fiona fly over and examine the area since we were near. She could easily outpace the slow barge to catch up with us.

“It’s empty,” she said upon her return.

“Empty?”

“All the bodies and everything we didn’t take is gone. Even the carved doors and any sign of habitation have been removed. If I hadn’t seen it before, I would have thought it was just a cave system.”

“I guess it isn’t too odd that they would pack up and leave after finding the mess we left behind. I imagine some nasty underground critters will take up residence eventually. But it’s good to know that that clan of dwarves isn’t lurking around.”

“The Marshall will be glad to hear this as well, he had some of his men watching the mountain for any sign of them.”

“He did? I wasn’t aware.”

“Martin asked him to do that.”

“I’m glad, it was a good idea.”

***

We neared the other side of the mountain and I could see the town in the distance thanks to a telescope I had. I wanted to approach this town in the daytime because they were cut off from civilization by their location and the surrounding monsters. While I wasn’t willing to ferry a bunch of civilians on this trip, perhaps another barge could be sent for anyone that wished to relocate. I hoped that most would stick around once they realized they would get supplies regularly.

I wanted to use this city as my main port on the east side of the Spine. With luck, the place would become a massive town like Houston as people flocked to its relative safety. That meant not spooking the civilians and having a word with our old friend Kurt.

It was true that I hadn’t left the best impression but the man was kind of a fuck up and I hadn’t been in the best of moods back then.

As we approached, I could see people running from the dock, and a dozen or so armed men appeared a couple of minutes later.

I stopped the barge in a low hover, less than twenty feet above the water and a good hundred feet from the closest dock.

“We’re here to trade, we mean you no harm!” I yelled from the edge of the barge.

“Who are you and where did you come from?” Kurt yelled back.

“Just a group of merchants from Houston. Could I come ashore alone and speak?”

I watched as the group conversed for a bit. “Only one of you,” Kurt replied.

I held up both my hands with a thumbs-up gesture. They should be able to see that clearly from shore.

“You two monitor the barge, I’ll be back in a bit.”

“Ok, Mr. Paul but how are you getting ashore?” Maria asked in confusion.

I winked at her as my wings erupted from my back and with a powerful stroke I launched myself toward the shore. A hundred feet was easy to cover with my wings and I landed at the tip of the dock, well away from the armed townsfolk.

“You,” Kurt pointed angrily.

“Nice to see you too,” I said, slowly walking up to the group but stopping a dozen feet away.

I could see the man warring with his emotions. He went from anger to acceptance and back to rage but he settled on distaste.

“Are you here to cause trouble again?” he growled.

“I didn’t cause trouble last time I was here, I simply sold some weapons and got attacked by some local thugs. You should be thanking me for helping to rid your community of them.”

I saw Kurt stiffen as some of the other people present gave him questioning looks. I shook my head. “Wow, even after they were dead you didn’t tell them what happened? Do you want to explain it now or should I just tell them?”

“What is he talking about, Sheriff?” a younger man near him asked.

Kurt glared at me but I just quirked an eyebrow. He caved under the questioning stares of his fellow townfolk.

“You remember those bodies from a half year back?”

He got nods from most of the people assembled.

He sighed before continuing. “They were Cartel and they had taken control of the town. They killed the Mayor and threatened our families.”

“Wait… is this why the rest of the police officers left?”

“Some left, others were killed by the Cartel’s men for not bowing to their rule.”

“So what changed?” another asked pointedly.

Kurt gestured to me, “he and his friends arrived in town, they started selling weapons to some of the locals and the Cartel caught wind of it. There was a fight and the Cartel was killed off.”

“Wait, I do remember you, I bought a sword from you in that weird house,” a man from the back said.

“Always glad to see a customer,” I retorted.

While it didn’t appear that the citizens of the town cared for the way Kurt handled the issue, they didn’t force him out of his position as sheriff. It was probably for the best, he had leveled to fourteen since the last time I had seen him. The other people of the local militia seemed to be between nine and eleven. Considering how remote they were, it wasn’t too shabby.

The conversation got back to why I was here and I reiterated that I was bringing a bunch of merchants from Houston. They had all kinds of stuff to sell. I wasn’t surprised when a few asked for me to take them with me but I had to turn them down. Some got angry but I told them regular deliveries would arrive every two weeks.

They didn’t look sickly so there must be ample food to be found nearby. My guess was most of it came from fishing. That proved correct when the merchants that brought food other than meat sold out the quickest. I saw some of the locals trading gems to merchants and I asked one about it.

“Oh, these, they come from the rock elementals. They are a real pain to kill unless you have explosives. But we have a guy in town that took a class that allows him to produce explosives.”

I nodded, I don’t think I would have volunteered information like that but it seemed these people were hard up for any outside stimulation. They had been trapped on this plateau and cut off from anyone else for nearly a year.

I learned from another local that after the bodies of the Cartel were found, most of the remaining police officers took their families and fled north. I winced at this knowing north was straight through the rock elemental territory. I hoped they made it, but from what we learned the last time we were here, it was a dangerous trek that had forced more than one group to turn around.

Since Javier and Maria were taking turns recharging the barge, I was free to hang out. I saw Kurt approaching me late in the day. Most of the people had already finished their shopping by this point and the barge was quiet.

“I want to apologize for my behavior both from earlier today and from the last time you were here. If it wasn’t for you and your friends, most of us would probably be dead by now.”

“Apology accepted. Next time, don’t be such a spineless ass.”

He bristled at my comment but it quickly passed. “I… I deserve that,” he paused, seeming to think about something before he spoke again. “Will you be taking passengers on your next trip?”

“Will I, No. But there will eventually be a passenger ferry. You should stick it out here though.”

“Why? We have nothing,” he complained.

“You have safety, do you know how rare that is these days? If you are willing to offer up a contract I can see about bringing an Earth mage by next time. They can extend a wall around the entire city given time. And not too many are going to risk braving ocean travel. There are creatures down there that I don’t want to deal with,” I replied.

I had seen the creatures on this trip. Massive sharks that would put Megalodon to shame not to mention the stuff we only saw shadows of, that dwarfed even the sharks. The world was bigger now, which meant larger and deeper oceans.

“Is it really that bad out there?”

“It can be if you aren’t prepared. Houston is a relatively safe town if you like being crammed in like a sardine. If you must know, Kurt… you are below average level-wise and completely ignorant of what the world is now like. If you plan on leaving the safety of this town, you may want to focus on gaining levels first.”

“How can you see my level?”

“See this is what I mean. It’s a skill, talk to one of the merchants about it, I’m sure at least one has it for sale.”

“Thank you, I will think on your words.”

While it wasn’t true that Kurt was under-leveled, if he wanted to survive here or anywhere else, he needed to get stronger. Perhaps this would be the push he needed to take that extra step.

            

    
        Chapter 138: Old grudges

    
    
    
    
                Edward Rosewill exited the Bazaar. It had taken time and effort but he had located suitable individuals for his purpose. They would arrive within the month and do what they had been paid to do. The cost had been exorbitant but worth all of the credits he had spent on it. No amount of money would bring back his precious Fayline but this would give him some measure of peace.

At first, his rage had been blinding and he wanted to strike out and kill the people responsible. With the help of his wife, he had gotten his anger back under control. Besides, when he asked around it was clear that an attempt on their lives would end badly for all involved. Instead, he had watched and waited, paying informants for information. Nothing obvious but important nonetheless.

His hard work paid off after the group had left town for places unknown. He was approached by an unknown woman, who handed him an envelope and walked away. When he read the contents he wasn’t even surprised. To think the Marshall and the Mayor had gotten into bed with someone like that.

He couldn’t rely on the local government to deal with the issue, for all he knew they were lapdogs to this Paul and his pet. Instead, he had located a dwarf from this clan mentioned in the letter. When he told the dwarf what he knew the man hadn’t stopped spewing curses for a full minute.

The dwarf said his whole clan would arrive to bring vengeance down on the human and any allies. That had been when some of the money came into play. Edward didn’t want the town of Houston damaged. The credits had gone to securing their bonded oath to not cause unnecessary damage to the area.

With that Edward's role was done. Now he only needed to wait for the dwarves to make their move before he could implement his plan.

***

King Formus slammed his meaty fist down on the thick stone table causing cracks to spread. “You’re sure this information is accurate!” he roared at the communication mirror.

“Yes, you’re excellency. The man possessed details that nobody else could know.”

“And what if he is working with this other group? Perhaps this is a trap, have you thought of that?”

“But then why bother searching us out my King? I spoke with some of the other dwarven merchants and it seemed he had been looking for our clan for a few days. Why take the risk?”

“Perhaps, still we will be cautious in our approach. Have the spies gather information in the town and about our target and the man that approached you. We will make it look like we have pulled out of the caves and head your way. I want an update daily.”

“Yes, my liege.”

The communication mirror went blank and slid back into its protective pouch. The item was a priceless heirloom and only his most trusted agents had a fragment of the other end. If what his men had learned was true it meant he finally had a direction to aim his rage toward.

When he had finally arrived in this new world the trip had been quite arduous. They followed the massive chain of mountains south and when they arrived they were met by death. Whoever had done it had left only the bodies and other sundry items. They had stripped the dead of all gear, an affront to the dead that would be paid back in full, but they had also stolen everything in the vault.

The sub-clan that had been transported here had become sloppy and hedonistic but that was no excuse for the wholesale slaughter. It had taken his court wizard a full day to determine a powerful poison had been used. So the attackers had both profaned the dead as well as denying them the right to die in battle. If it turned out these humans did have his mana cannons the evidence against them would be irrefutable. He would burn their city to the ground and slaughter every last man woman and child in revenge. Despite what the foolish human thought of the binding oath he made with a subordinate.

***

Stone had timed her arrival in Houston with great care. She quickly delivered the evidence of what Paul and his companions had done to the dwarves and was gone within two minutes. It had been a risky play but the timelines were becoming harder for the seer to read the longer Mr. Fuller remained alive.

The decision hadn’t come easy as the council had been equally split, leaving the deciding vote up to the toss of a coin. Anyone who had watched the decision might think it was a silly choice but a coin could not be swayed one way or another. Fate would decide the outcome and so it did.

When the coin landed, a choice was made and events were set in motion to deal with Mr. Fuller and his allies. Even the outcome of this choice was uncertain with only a seventy percent chance of the dwarves gaining victory. It was more probable than the forty percent chance of Mr. Fuller agreeing to join with the Stygian Order as that had been the other option in debate.

Both decisions carried consequences but they were far less severe than leaving the man to his own devices.

“He should have done the smart thing and died along with Mr. Cotton in Chicago,” she grumbled as she walked down the corridor of one of their outposts.

Stone had voted for his death, the future needed to be secured. While it wasn’t an ideal scenario a direct confrontation had only a five percent chance of succeeding now that the Black Dragon was out of the picture. She had no hard feelings against the man or his friends but the future needed to be maintained.

Magic and mana had only exacerbated issues that had been around since before the Order was founded. If it wasn’t for the Order the world would have died to any number of magical and non-magical misfortunes by now. But they endured and would continue to do so long after she was gone, as they had since the dark ages.

Their order had come under many names and monikers over the centuries, starting with the Knights Templar, most nowadays knew them as the Illuminati but they hadn’t used that name since the fifties. Still, people had deduced quite a bit about their organization over the last hundred years. They did have a modicum of control over governments. Only enough to avert major disasters.

Originally their goal was to keep humanity alive long enough for the nodes of the System to activate. But time and other organizations with more sinister goals had changed that. Those organizations had put their own plans in motion when they too discovered the nodes. Eventually, the Order was forced to act ahead of schedule to try and mitigate the damage that the Black Dragon had perpetrated on the nodes. The damage from one node had spread to adjacent nodes quickly.

Only the swift actions of the Order had stopped it from spreading across the globe. If it had the Black Dragon would have been nearly unopposed as people were prevented from choosing classes. The system would have stuck them with a generic class that closely resembled their skillset before integration. This error wouldn’t have affected the Black Dragon as they had chosen their paths long ago. Anyone that had access to a node could do the same, along with other features that these entities took advantage of.

The damage was done and billions of people died, but humanity survived and the plans of the Black Dragon were thrown into chaos, forcing some to choose alternate classes.

While the name of their order and their tactics may have changed over the centuries their overriding goals had not. Humanity needed someone powerful in their corner, whether they liked it or not.

***

The barge set down in the parking lot with a grinding shake. “Sorry, Mr. Paul” Maria squeaked out.

I had given up trying to get them to just call me Paul.

“Next time go a bit slower, you’ll get the hang of it eventually. You two top off the crystal while I go extend the ramp. Then we can find a place for you to stay until the next trip.”

They both nodded, Javier a bit more enthusiastically than Maria. Both seemed to be getting more comfortable with the ship controls and around me.

After extending the ramp I was the first to step off, “home sweet home,” I said to Fiona as she appeared next to me.

She gave me a squeeze on the shoulder, “I’m off to see Martin, if you see Ska tell him I said hi.”

“You should tell him yourself, why don’t you and Martin come over he owes me a good meal anyway,” I added with a smile.

“I’ll see if I can drag him away,” she replied with a wave.

Representative Castillo was the next off the barge. “Thank you for the transportation. I will head toward the city and get in contact with the Mayor.”

I pointed the man in the right direction. The Merchants were quick to depart as well, I assumed they wanted to restock for the next trip as all of them had made a ton of money. Profits would slow eventually, but by then we should have new stops opened up or I suspected Merchants would be willing to make their own way and the barges would become little more than shuttles to take them to their closest destinations. Either way, money would flow in.

“Mr. Paul we have finished recharging the barge and powering it down,” Javier said.

I looked at my watch, it had taken them a little over an hour, not too bad.

“Alright, let's get you two some rooms and a good meal. Tomorrow I’m going to take you out to level.”

“Won’t that be dangerous, Mr. Paul?” Maria asked.

“Not too much. The dungeon is only level twelve. With me there you shouldn’t have any trouble. The biggest issue is watching out for traps but I’ll be there to assist.”

Neither looked entirely convinced but I ignored their hesitation. If they wanted to captain the barges they needed to level a bit. Getting them to level fifteen would be ideal but I wasn’t sure I had the time to do that.

I had run the dungeon about ten times and there were no new mysteries to be had. Dungeons didn’t change unless some other monster took up residence. That was unlikely with this one as the Marshall had it guarded around the clock. His men used it to grind out a few levels and give their weaker members a boost.

I now understood why people were not fighting over the dungeons in other worlds. Other than horde dungeons, there weren’t any glorious treasures to be had. At most you could gain crafting supplies or a few items of worth. Oh and the titles. Still, most of the dungeons I had been in were downright awful experiences making it not worth the effort for most people. It was a good thing I wasn’t most people.

I was able to find a hotel that had running power – a newer development – and booked a room for the two kids. We ate a quick meal together and they headed off to sleep.

I made my way to the warehouse to see how work was progressing on the second barge. I had hired a skilled welder and all the plates were laid out on the blueprint. That left only the work of connecting everything together for me.

I could see the barge in the drydock and the glow of the welder working away below it. One of the mages spotted me as I approached and gave a wave.

“How is the work coming along?”

“Good, it should be complete in another week. Timothy, the welder, suggested you bring the other barge back so he can inspect your welds.”

“That’s probably a good idea. Since I’m here I might as well get started on the power systems. Any issues while I was away?”

“No, although that angry gentleman came around a few times. He didn’t harass anyone though.”

“Ok, I think, I will hire a few guards just in case. It seems like that man didn’t get the hint the first time.”

The mage nodded. After our conversation, I flew to the barge and got to work.

I worked for a few hours uninterrupted, making good progress on laying out the control lines.

“Oh, hey boss, didn’t know you were back,” the welder said, wiping his face with a towel.

“How's the work going?”

“Good, I might need some more welding rod if you have time to look.”

“Is it an urgent need?”

“No, but I will need it to work on any more barges, and that includes the one you worked on.”

“Alright, I'll see if I can’t scrounge some up. Any issues with the welding?” I inquired.

“A few, but a quick blast of sand scoured away the area enough for me to weld.”

I nodded, Timothy was a mage with sand powers. They weren’t all that strong but the way he utilized them with his pre-system skills made him a true asset.

“You heading out for the day?” I asked.

“Yeah, it's getting dark and my wife will be worried about me getting home. Since you are here I will leave the lights on below the barge, I assume you are going to work late?”

“You assume correctly, Tim. I think the mages all left in the van but feel free to take the truck,” I said, tossing him the control plate.

“Thanks. By the way, my wife wanted me to invite you over to dinner sometime… if you’re interested of course.”

“I’m not really good around a bunch of people… but I will think about it. Tell your wife thanks for me.”

“Will do, boss, don’t work yourself too hard.”

I waved off his concern. With my endurance at the peak of human potential, I didn’t need more than four or five hours of sleep anymore. I looked forward to when I added points to see what tier two Strength and Endurance brought me. I knew from previous fights that tier two strength could shatter weaker shields. Getting more stat points was quite a ways off though unless I located another horde dungeon.

I worked until the wee hours of the morning and managed to lay down all of the mithril power lines to the plates on the bottom of the barge. It was time-consuming work to meld the lines into the structure of the barge but nobody was the wiser after the camouflage runes took effect. I could see them thanks to the runes being carved by myself, along with my eye tattoo. Otherwise, they would just glow slightly in my normal vision.

I dusted my hands off and got to my feet, I decided to head back to the fortress and get some rest. Tomorrow was going to be a long day.

            

    
        Chapter 139: Employee training

    
    
    
    
                I grabbed the collar of Javier’s shirt and yanked him back just in time to save him from being split in half by a guillotine that dropped from a slot in the ceiling. He was being dumb trying to impress me again.

I did have to reattach a few of his fingers though.

“You’ll be fine in a few minutes,” I assured the shaking teen. “Just breathe and remember what I told you when we first arrived at the dungeon.”

He nodded quickly, breathing in and out as he shook. “A-Always be aware of your s-surroundings.”

I nodded as the skin around his finger healed. While the kid was a bit reckless it wasn’t always a bad trait. He just needed to moderate himself. “That includes the ceiling. And you should lead with your weapon or something disposable.”

He nodded shakily.

“How are you doing Maria?” I asked, focusing her attention away from Javier’s wound and toward me.

“I’m ok, Mr. Paul.”

I nodded, Maria was a bit more mature than Javier but I had seen her face go white at the sight of the blood pumping from his fingers. It was easy to tell that neither one had been in mortal danger their entire lives if it wasn’t obvious from the low levels.

My guess was they had only leveled by defending their village from monster attacks. That would be fine for most people but I wanted my employees to understand the possible dangers out in the world. It’s why I didn’t get involved in the dungeon unless it was to save them from imminent death.

It seemed to be working. Both teens had already gained a level each, putting Maria at nine and Javier at eight. They were also more cautious now, which in my eyes was never a bad thing.

I healed the last of the damage to Javier’s fingers before we moved into the next chamber. The chamber sported four pillars in the center that held up a domed roof of a pavilion that tapered until it met the chamber roof far above. It also sported a dozen nasty spiked lizard creatures.

The creatures were slow but their camouflage made them blend into the walls and floor. If your perception wasn’t high enough you could miss them and assume the room was empty. Then they would surround you and attack all at once. The sharp spines could cut through the rock so not much could stop them from tearing you apart, short of magical protection.

I watched as Maria cast a spell that caused a purple mist to cover the floor in a large area. This elicited the shrieks of four lizards as they made their presence known and charged. Maria’s skillset was mainly debuffs and damage over time abilities. She also had a control ability which she tried to use on one of the lizards.

It froze in place for a second and turned to attack one of its friends. The other two lizards were stopped by a glowing white barrier that sprang up in their path, courtesy of Javier. It didn’t delay them long as it was only a flat plane but it was long enough for Maria to cast another spell. A crackling ball of violet energy spread out from her outstretched hands and impacted near one of the creatures.

The lizard squealed in pain as the energies slowly distorted its limbs until there were audible snaps as the bones gave out.

The last creature charged at Javier who let out a frightened squeak before trying to back away. I clamped my hand over his shoulder to halt him in place. “You're fine, you can handle one lizard.”

I could hear him swallow as he raised his hand and said a quick prayer. Golden light radiated out from him, blinding the creature and causing it to smoke slightly.

While the attack wasn’t enough to kill the lizard it did stun it momentarily, giving Maria time to throw her short spear at it. The effort was weak but it seemed to do the job as the creature fell over dead.

The final two had nearly torn each other apart and a quick bash from Javier’s cane ended the survivor. The room clearing went quickly after that. I also made a note to get these two some decent gear. It would be a bonus for their hard work.

The rest of the dungeon was rather uneventful, up until the boss room. The boss was a massive version of the spiked lizards but instead of hiding like its smaller kin, it nested in the center of the room. It was also bright red, signifying its affinity toward fire. Not that it needed the coloring to do this. Its body radiated heat waves that turned the room into a sauna.

The first time I had fought the creature I simply covered the room with ice using Eye of the Storm. It significantly weakened the beast. I was curious to see how my young employees would handle the task, seeing as they had no ice magic.

Javier gave me a worried glance before he began casting a spell. Maria joined him a second later with one of her own. I knew that the lizard wouldn’t wake until it was attacked, making this the perfect opportunity to use spells that required a longer casting time.

Javier’s spell went off and the temperature of the room seemed subdued. The spell didn’t directly attack the lizard but the creature stirred anyway, readying itself to defend its home. Before it readied itself, Maria’s spell erupted from her outstretched hands. Rings of purple and blue, that crackled with violet lightning, extended away from her, forming ever-smaller rings until it looked like one of those ring toss games. A beam of energy that looked like a bruise coalesced inside the rings and shot toward the lizard, striking it in the flank.

The lizard hissed in outrage, heat boiling from its open mouth. It aimed its open mouth toward the three of us and released a jet of superheated air, distorting our view.

I was ready to intervene but Javier was quick to throw up a magical shield. The shield vibrated as the air slammed against it but there was no real weight behind the attack. The shield didn’t stop all the heat of the attack from washing over us but along with his mitigation spell, it reduced the damage from skin melting hot to second degree burn hot.

Both of the teens screamed and flinched back as they were burned. It was more surprise than damage though. My Elemental Defense reduced the damage to a minor burn. It would heal within minutes on its own.

The boss was slow to approach as Maria’s spell had done a number on its hind leg. This gave Javier time to heal both of their wounds and for Maria to cast her chaotic orb spell. At least that’s what I liked to call it.

The temperature of the room skyrocketed as the beast let out an ear-piercing scream. Even I was forced to cover my ears. After the scream, its body started to glow as it charged us in an uneven loping gait.

I decided to step in as my employees were still reeling from the scream. I cast Frostwave followed by Disruption.

The beast reeled as the cold slammed into it but that only slowed it. Disruption tossed it to the side. It lay there bleeding as it tried to right itself, but its spikes were more detrimental than helpful in this instance. I healed Javier and Maria and they were able to pound the creature’s remaining health down.

Both leveled up from the level fourteen creature, bringing Maria to ten and Javier to nine. I congratulated them for surviving their first dungeon crawl and we left to get some much-needed food and rest.

***

The rest of the week was a repeat of the first day and by the end, I could tell the two were getting sick of fighting the same creatures over and over. It wasn’t much of a challenge after the second day. They knew the traps and all the weaknesses of the creatures, including the boss. Still, it wasn’t all in vain. Both had made it to level eleven by that point.

It would take another few weeks to get them to fifteen if I kept using this dungeon. We would have to change it up but that could come after. Right now they were preparing for a flight without me. They would back each other up on controls and recharging and I had hired six of the Marshall’s men for this trip.

The Marshall was happy to help, considering it gave his men a bird’s eye view of the area and showed them what they could expect when visiting the local villages if they came under the mutual defense pact that Martin had been working on. It was going much smoother since I launched my merchant service. Speaking of merchants. The barge was nearly full of merchants this time around. I needed to lay down some ground rules before the kids left.

I let out a sharp whistle, getting everyone's attention.

“Alright, now that I have all of your attention, a few rules. Some of you were on the first voyage and enjoyed the ability to trade without leaving the barge. That changes this time. We have too many merchants and not enough space for customers. So that means everyone will set up on the ground.”

There were some grumbles of disappointment but I continued on.

“That brings me to rule two.” I waved toward Javier and Maria, “these are the captains for this journey. For the sake of simplicity, their word is law… my law. If they feel you are causing issues and order you to depart, you will depart or you will never be allowed to trade through my service again. Are we clear?”

There were nods of assent. “Good. And last, there are six guards. They are here to protect you and the barge, not your inventory. If there is trouble and they order you back aboard, you best run. Now, I don’t expect much trouble from the villages but you never know. We will do our best to keep everyone safe. If you have a complaint please come see me after the journey is complete. I wish you all good fortune on this trip. Javier, Maria if you would, please lift off.”

The barge rose into the air. I walked over to the two captains and shook their hands. “You two got this, don’t worry.”

“Thank you for everything, Mr. Paul,” Maria replied and Javier nodded.

I waved them goodbye as I stepped off the barge and spread my wings. As soon as I left the shield snapped into place and the Barge turned toward its first destination.

            

    
        Chapter 140: Reap what you sow

    
    
    
    
                I stood at the top of the fortress, watching the barge until it was out of sight. It would be safe to say I was a bit nervous. Releasing such a large magical vessel into the hands of two kids that I had only known for a few weeks was a risk but I trusted the six trained men on board to deal with any issues.

I sighed as the barge faded into the distance. I was alone and bored. Martin was busy with his politics, Fiona had Martin, and Ska was still out and about with a group of the Marshall’s men. That left me with the fortress and my work on the second barge. It would be idyllic if I didn’t know there were still enemies out there I hadn’t dealt with.

Since that one detection, while we were hunting the Black Dragon, there had been no sign of the Stygian Order. If they were a group like the Black Dragon that would have made me feel comfortable, but they weren’t. Their absence made me nervous and I wondered what bullshit they were up to now.

***

King Formus inspected the massive underground caverns that had been erected in the last few weeks. It had quickly become clear that the human city did indeed have his stolen mana cannons. He clenched his fist as a wave of rage passed through his body. They would pay for their arrogance and insult.

The plan was almost ready and the last of the explosives were being placed on the pillars that supported the cavern roof. Dwarves were donning armor and making sure their weapons were ready. The mages and healers were also readying as they slung belts of easy to reach mana potions across their barrel chests. His clan was no stranger to armed conflict. In his eighty years, he had fought in countless wars against other dwarves, orcs, goblins, elves, and humans. While his forces had been reduced to a mere two hundred, they were the survivors. Each one knew what to do without being told.

He stomped toward two waiting dwarves. “Report,” he ordered.

“The last charges will be ready within the hour, my liege.”

“Good. Get my squire, it's time for me to prepare.”

“At once,” the dwarves bowed and ran off.

Unlike leaders of the other races, dwarven royalty shared the front line with their subjects. A squire ran up and started attaching Formus’s full plate armor. The metal glowed a subtle teal color as the enchantments flared to life. Formus moved and shifted, having the squire adjust pieces that were too loose or too tight. When complete he was a juggernaut of muscle and metal. He reached out and took the spear from the waiting squire.

It was shorter than human spears but it gave him significantly more reach and reminded him of his days before taking on the role of a King. Formus had been a lowly spearman until he established his own clan. Through hard work and dedication, he had advanced his class to Berserk Lancer. His other class was King but the level of that class was reliant on subjects and he had dropped down to level two thanks to this human’s meddling.

He would reclaim that honor today by ridding the world of him, his friends, and his allies in the city to the north.

“Seal up the tunnels!” he roared.

Tunnels across the cavern started sealing over with rock. It would keep the dwarves inside safe from the blast. The King moved toward his position and the wall sealed closed behind him as the mages worked to block it off.

***

I had an amazing night’s sleep. After the previous day’s boredom, I decided to sketch out a new armor design for myself. My armor was good but it was becoming inadequate for the dangers I was going up against. The mana shield was easily destroyed by one good attack or even bypassed by people with tier two stats. And while the plates did a decent job of protecting me, the gaps between them were enough to slip a sword inside with enough force. Unfortunately, I wasn’t an armorsmith.

I could probably do a decent job with my current skills and with time become a decent armorer but I had so many other things going on that I couldn’t dedicate that time at this moment. I decided I was going to take my sketch to the Bazaar and locate an armorer to craft it for me. I needed to go there anyway to get some gear for Javier and Maria. It meant selling some more runic gear since I was broke so I spent the remainder of the night creating four items to sell.

I locked up the fortress and made my way down the ramp. Bella was napping in the shade below the fortress in her usual spot, I had left her out to roam since she had been cooped up too much recently. I had just stepped off the ramp when I heard a strange whomp noise. I didn’t have time to contemplate where it could have come from as the entire parking lot, half the abandoned store, and the buildings across the street rose into the air like someone had inflated a balloon before it all came crashing back down and into a huge pit, with me along for the ride.

I was so surprised that I wasn’t able to react. I slammed into the rubble at the bottom of the new pit that had once been the parking lot. My defensive necklace shattered and I grunted in pain as the damage was spread across my body. Even so, I coughed up blood.

My head was dizzy as I struggled to stand in the loose debris. I heard noises and looked around, my vision swimming as I turned too quickly. Holes were opening up along the walls of the massive pit I now found myself in. Out of these holes stormed angry, armed, and armored dwarves and they were all heading straight toward me.

It didn’t take a genius to figure out what they wanted and I used Healing Touch and summoned my armor and weapon as spells began to rain toward me. I glanced over and saw the fortress had fallen as well but was lying on its side where it had rolled blocking the doorway. The bloodstain underneath told me of Bella’s ultimate fate.

“You Mother Fu-!”

A magical arrow slammed into my armor shield, interrupting my angry shout and causing the shield on my armor to flicker. I traced the path it had taken and watched a dwarf reloading an enormous crossbow.

I had no more time to spare for him though as three of the quicker dwarves were already upon me.

I slipped in the loose footing, almost losing my balance and my head but my high agility saved me as the blade whipped past my head. I used the stumble to roll back and cast Banshee’s Wail on the three of them. All but one collapsed into the pile of rubble. The last one leaped toward me, stabbing out with two wicked-looking daggers.

Despite his combat prowess, I batted them aside and smashed my metal hand into his face with a sickening crunch. He collapsed to the ground either dead or dying. I yelled in rage activating Victorious Shout, further reducing the damage I would take. My title For the Horde would increase my damage reduction further.

An explosion threw me off the small pile I had been standing atop and I crashed to the ground.

“Get the defiler!” I heard a voice roar from somewhere in the pit.

A hand of rock attempted to crush me but I was able to avoid most of the attack as I tumbled away and got back to my feet, my armor was smoking slightly from the first attack. I winced as I felt at least one broken rib from the stone hand attack. These dwarves weren’t fucking around and neither was I.

I had pulled out Consuming Void as my weapon of choice, probably due to my familiarity with the design. Fire and lightning began to crackle across the staff as I Imbued it. This wasn’t time to hold back or worry about consequences. I could deal with those if I survived. I activated Aura of Rage for the first time in months and the power in my body swelled. I located the closest attacker and stepped forward, my speed looking more like a blur of color as I activated Blink Step.

There was a fountain of blood from every opening of the dwarf's armor as my staff smashed down on his helmet. I paid it no heed as I slammed into the next attacker. Screaming in anger as I went.

Magic and ranged attacks were slamming into me now as the dwarves adjusted to my tactics and speed. The shield built into my armor was already depleted and I was forced to heal through the damage as I raced around killing the bastards as quickly as I could.

There was a whomp and I was tossed through the air. The pain had been excruciating but it had been blessedly short. Whatever attack hit me had blown my leg clean off. I was able to stop myself from crashing into the wall at high speed by deploying my wings.

It wasn’t enough to save me completely though as I landed with a crash. I threw out a quick Frostwave and Arcane bolt from my prone position as a dwarf tried to take advantage of my injury. The dwarf was frozen solid with a hole where its heart should be. I tried to stand but my healing was only able to cover over the wound at the moment. Regrowing the limb would take a few days. At least it wasn’t a fate-based attack like my hand had suffered.

The explosion had thrown me to the side of the pit with few dwarves and it gave me time to assess the situation.

I saw at least ten more dwarves running toward me, one was kitted in full plate that glowed with magic and carried a spear that sizzled ominously. If I had to guess, that was where the attack that had cost my leg came from. I used Identify on the dwarf.

King Formus | Berserk Lancer/King | Level 22/2

This guy was no lightweight and looking at the others, neither were they. Everyone was level seventeen or above.

I dodged away from a silvery ball that flew from one of the mages. When it impacted the wall behind me, a section of the wall turned to dust.

I started casting Sunder Skill on all the mages and the King. The pain of having a skill ripped away only seemed to anger them more. I threw out another Arcane Bolt before slamming a mana injector into my remaining leg.

I couldn’t speed up the regrowth of my leg so I cast my wings again and leaped out of the hole, landing on a section of unbroken road and stumbling to stay upright.

I could hear a primal scream of rage but I had more pressing concerns as the pain in my body was reaching its limit.

I turned off Aura of Rage and felt myself go limp. My body held up to the increased demand, barely and I felt like I had exercised until my muscles turned to jello. Had all the dwarves been close enough to add points to my stats I don’t think my body would have lasted under the strain. I shook off the fatigue as much as possible.

I needed to find help, I looked toward the city and saw a cloud of smoke rising into the air. ‘Dammit, they hit the city at the same time,’ I cursed internally.

These had to be the remaining dwarves from the mountain. But how did they learn about me? We had left no clues behind, even going so far as taking any documents we found. It was a mystery I would have to solve later. I heard the dwarves shouting below and it was getting closer.

I used my staff as a cane as I hobble jumped down the street toward the Marshall’s building. It was two blocks away. If someone was still there, I could get some help.

I made it to the end of the block before a bolt of energy struck the building to my left, blowing out a chunk of brick that pelted against my armor. I risked a look back and saw four dwarves had already cleared the pit and were running down the street after me. Two were mages and one was the King.

I tried using Sunder Skill on them again and was rewarded with four new abilities. The System decided it was a new fight and I laughed. I also began to activate Orb of Darkness before I stumbled around the corner of the building. I had learned a neat trick with the orb, I could leave it hovering and order it to attack any time after I activated it. So I left it floating just around the corner as I rushed away as fast as I could. I used the last cast of my wings to propel myself as far down the block as possible before the dwarves rounded the corner.

The king had spotted my attack and threw himself wide but the orb slammed into one of the hapless mages. The mage was hit with Curse of Sloth and was left behind as the other three raced toward me.

I wasn’t going to get away on one leg so I started powering my mana cannon. As I did that I threw out another Arcane Bolt, managing to score on the nameless warrior that was with the king and the mages.

The bolt sent him flying back into the building. But I saw a white glow and cursed. It wasn’t a warrior but a damn healer of some sort.

I jammed two more mana injectors into my side along with a healing one as I got ready to fight. I waited until they got within thirty feet before I aimed my hand and fired. The blast spun me to the ground but I heard a scream. I didn’t wait to find out what I hit as I activated Blink Step and Charge. I pulled all of my weight into my good leg and shot down the rest of the block. The movement was jerky at best and I had to use the building to keep upright but somehow I managed not to fall.

As I reached the end of the block I could see the coffee shop in the distance. I tried to scream for help but something hard slammed into my back, propelling me forward and into the street. I tried to gulp down air as whatever hit me had punctured a lung but all I got was foamy blood leaking from my lips. The wound was closing quickly as I had constant healing going but it still left me mostly vulnerable in the street.

“No more running away you fucking coward. This is for my fellow clansmen!”

I activated Area of Denial just before a spear impacted me. Instead of piercing my body, it was deflected by the shield, pushing me slightly into the ground and cracking the shield from the impact.

I heard the King growl in annoyance as he ran over to grab the thrown spear. It put him in position for my mana cannon and I fired.

I heard a grunt as the reduced power blast sent him tumbling away.

“My King! Vortes, go heal him, I will deal with this trash.”

I watched the healer run over to the downed king while the single remaining mage slowly walked toward me. At first, I thought it was because he was trying to be ominous but I realized it was because he was still suffering the effects of the Orb.

As he got closer I heard a crackling noise and managed to turn my head enough to see him. He was holding a dark red ball of crackling energy that continued to grow.

“Don’t worry human, I’m not going to waste this spell on your shield. I’m going to wait until it ends, then I’m going to use it, not that you will know because you will die instantly.”

“Fuck you,” I managed to cough out. I realized I could speak again and I cast Disruption. The spell activated but the dwarven mage seemed to be surrounded by a spell that stilled the earth around him. He glared contemptuously at me as my spell failed to do anything to him.

He was too far away for me to reach so I did something I hadn’t done in a long time. I used Earth Fist to shove myself toward the mage. He seemed slightly startled by my action. But my shield popped just as I latched my hand around his leg and activated Corrupting Touch.

Unlike the warriors, the mage was only wearing robes. He screamed in pain and tried to launch his spell, but I activated the second cast of Area of Denial, draining away my mana and flinging the dwarf away from me. I was writhing in pain as a part of his spell had still hit me before the barrier flung it away. It felt like all my muscles were trying to extend and compress at the same time and I felt ligaments tear from the abuse. This was the damage I received with the 90% reduction of magic from my armor and the little bit I got from my title since Victorious Shout had run out.

Everything was a haze of pain as my health dipped to twenty percent. The mage was on the ground screaming as his lower half rotted away. The healer was too busy saving their king to come to his aid. I did see him down some health potions but that only topped off his health, it didn’t stop the cancerous spread of the spell. The mage eventually succumbed to his wound as it ate through his lower organs.

I could only look on in satisfaction as my body tried to fight against his spell. My jaw was clamped shut so hard I felt my teeth crack. Whatever spell he had used must have been amplified because it went on for what felt like an eternity. When the pain finally subsided my second shield only had ten seconds remaining. I mumbled out my healing spells as I weakly injected a mana potion straight into my hand. I was too weak to reach anywhere else.

Strength and mana flooded my body but I wasn’t sure it was going to be enough as I saw the King start to get to his feet. There was a clean hole through his magical armor and I couldn’t help grinning as I saw it no longer glowed.

I started feeding mana into the mana cannon, readying it for another shot. The King turned my way and roared, the spell tearing up the ground in front of him like someone had set off a directed explosion. I was tossed through the air and the wall of a building by the attack. My shield held though. I was getting pretty tired of being tossed around. I aimed for the hole I had come through, waiting for the king's next attack but the man surprised me as he smashed through another section like a cannonball and ran straight at me.

I redirected my aim and fired. The attack mostly missed the king as he used some skill to try and avoid the blast. I did clip him in the leg though as his mad charge missed me by a few feet. He crashed through the back wall of the building. I used the short time I had to try and stand again.

I kept an eye out for the healer but there was no sign of him. I did hear the sounds of a scuffle outside. It seems like our fight had not gone unnoticed. I turned back to the hole the King had gone through and pulled out my other staff. My first one was out on the street somewhere. I Imbued it with wind and earth, lending the staff more speed and weight.

I was prepared when the king charged through another section of the wall. I whipped the lion head around, connecting solidly with the side of the squat dwarven king. I wasn’t able to put all my strength into the attack due to my missing leg but the staff imparted enough force to propel the bastard back through the wall for a second time. The building groaned ominously and I hobbled out through one of the holes moments before the building collapsed, sending dust and debris everywhere.

I coughed as the dust rolled over me. The street was obscured by the haze of dust so thick it blocked out everything so I activated my tattoo and scanned the area. It was just in time as I spotted the king rushing in again, this time with his spear leading the charge.

Our weapons connected and the shockwave knocked away the dust from our immediate vicinity. I stumbled back from the impact. The king was strong, easily second-tier strength and he was boosted by at least one skill as my hands went numb from the impact. He was more skilled as well, his spear striking in with lightning-fast jabs. I was only able to keep up with my higher agility and utilizing Time Shudder to great effect.

He started to push me back and I was losing ground due to my leg, his was only wounded and mine was still regrowing. I knew if I tripped I was dead. My mind whirled for a way to win and I struck on a dangerous but possible idea. To make it work though I was going to have to take a hit.

I left the King an opening and he didn’t hesitate to strike out, stabbing me in the shoulder. I gritted my teeth against the pain and twisted, locking the spear in long enough to grab it and activate Cannibalize.

The spear fell apart and entered my storage ring as the surprised King stumbled forward. I grabbed him by the faceplate in my metal hand and squeezed down with all the strength I could bear, activating Godly Might.

The king didn’t go quietly as he slammed meaty fists into my sides and head. I was able to avoid most of the blows with Time Shudder. The rest left me gasping for air or broke ribs, I healed through his assault as he tried to toss me around and even crush me under his weight. I never let go of the helmet though and eventually, I felt all of the strength leave his body as his head finally caved in under the pressure of his helmet.

I laid there, trapped under the corpse of the King for a couple of minutes before I heard someone run over.

“He's over here!” the voice shouted. It didn’t sound like an angry shout, more one of relief. Out from the drifting dust came the Marshall and a few of his men.

“Oh god, are you ok, Paul?”

“I’ll survive,” I choked out, “can you get this fat fucker off of me?”

It took three men to lift the dwarf off of me and I was finally able to suck down a lung full of air. They helped me to my feet.

“The city?” I coughed out.

“There are many dead but Martin and Fiona were able to stem the destruction and hold until more guards arrived. What happened with you?”

“They blew up the parking lot, dropping it into a crater. Then they swarmed me.”

“You two, go make sure there aren’t any more around.”

The two men nodded and left.

The Marshall turned toward me, “Is this in retaliation for what you did to the dwarves in the mountain?”

I winced, “Martin told you about that?”

“He did, but only because I pressed him on where you got the cannons. I think he wanted to get it off his chest. I’m not one to cast blame and I understand why you did what you did but why did they attack the town?”

“I’m not sure, revenge perhaps. I’m more curious as to how he found out about me or the cannons.”

We searched the King and located a manilla envelope containing detailed information on what we had done to the dwarven facility.

“How the hell did they get all this information?” the Marshall asked, startled.

I had an idea and it didn’t mean anything good.

            

    
        Chapter 141: Cause and effect

    
    
    
    
                “You’re sure it was the Stygian Order that gave them info?” the Marshall asked as he walked along beside me.

The remaining dwarves had fled after their King had fallen. I was hobbling along through the outer portion of Houston, healing any injured I came across, and there were many. The dwarves had been indiscriminate in their slaughter. I watched dead bodies being carried to trailers to be hauled off for burial.

I felt bad that the scene didn’t affect me all that much. It wasn’t even in the top five most fucked up things I had experienced since the system came about.

“Unless you told someone, only Martin, Fiona, and Ska knew what happened to that dwarven stronghold.”

The Marshall stopped me with a firm hand on my arm. “That isn’t good, it sounds like they have it out for you and maybe even your friends. And what if the dwarves come back?”

“They won’t,” I replied tiredly.

“And how can you be sure of that?”

“Because… I’m going to hunt them down.”

“…Paul, the Mayor is going to have to be told why they attacked.”

I shrugged, “so tell him, not like it's going to change anything.”

“He is going to recommend you be arrested, or worse…”

I knew exactly what the Marshall left unsaid. I pulled out the badge the Marshall had given me so many months ago and set it in his hand.

“Do me a favor and give me a few days?”

“I will do my best… what about the others?” the Marshall inquired.

“Leave them out of this. The information we recovered only mentioned me.”

The man nodded, taking his hand off my arm. “You have only been good for the community, I will buy you the time you need to leave.”

“Oh one last thing, see that nobody hassles my employees because of this. I expect that pecker from the gated community will use this as an excuse to try and claim the other barge when it returns.”

“It might be best if you keep them from returning here at all. I know they have been pushing the Mayor hard and they still have powerful connections within the city.”

“Fine… I will try to intercept their route before they return. Thanks again, Marshall.”

The man gave one final nod before walking off. I turned and made my way back out of the city. I didn’t have a ton of time to prepare and get moving. First I had to see if I could get the fortress flying. It was still on its side in the crater.

***

Gaben Hewitt barged into the office of Edward Rosewill. “Are you mad! You said the only people that would be affected were that upstart by the dock and his friends.”

“Calm down, Gaben, have a seat.”

Gaben always did have a short temper but he took the seat as offered. The attack wasn’t a complete success but Edward had a fallback plan. Some people spouted nonsense about planning for failure but it was just a prudent choice.

“How could I have expected the dwarves to go this far for revenge?” Edward asked.

“What if someone finds out what we did?”

“I don’t see how that could happen. The only people that know about our involvement are you, me, and that dwarf I gave the information to. I doubt he is going to spill his guts to the city, so unless you are, I think we will be fine. Besides, the Mayor will learn about all of this soon enough and our problems will take care of themselves.”

The dwarf in question had already been dealt with.

“How can you be so certain?”

Edward smiled before an axe appeared in his hand an instant before he plunged it into Gaben’s skull. The surprised man jerked spasmodically before slumping over dead. Edward stood and trashed the room, screaming as he threw two dwarven bodies from his ring.

“That’s how,” he replied coldly, “Guards!”

He had stationed the guards farther down the hall, giving him time. Before the guards entered, he carved a few cuts in his skin and clothing. He heard the rush of footsteps moments before his men burst into the room. It looked like a tornado of violence had occurred and three bodies lay sprawled across the room with Edward heaving for breath.

“They were invisible, one of you stay here, the others get the rest of the guards and scan the property.”

Both nodded and rushed to do his bidding. Edward had already placed incriminating evidence into one of the dwarven corpse's pockets. He didn’t know or care if these dwarves were from the same clan as the ones who attacked. Nobody would look closely at a few more corpses. What they would look closely at is him if he were the only person in the gated community that was attacked.

Thankfully, Gaben had more money than sense. Edward had used the remaining money the man had given him to hire a few contractors to make it look like the dwarves had attacked here as well. Nobody within the gated community was over level ten, besides a few of the guards. So they would never catch the killers before they snuck in, killed their targets, and snuck back out.

An hour later Edward heard the pounding of footsteps approach again.

“We were unable to locate any more attackers, but we have more reports that other homes were attacked. We need to get you to safety, sir.”

Edward nodded, “Secure the bodies and contact the Marshall.”

Edward followed as he was led to his panic room. It had been upgraded since the system and now sported enchantments. The guard that he left behind was chosen for a specific reason. He had a wife and young child in Houston. When he found the evidence, he was more likely to head straight for his family to see if they were ok. If the information spreads, so much the better.

Edward let a small smile cross his face. He hadn’t gotten to be a billionaire without being ruthless. Gaben should have stayed at home to die quietly but it worked out better this way. He wouldn’t stop until that fucking cat lost everything that mattered to him, just like he had taken everything that mattered from him.

***

I stared at the open crater and wondered how the fuck I was going to get inside the fortress. The door was facing down and was buried in the rubble. It was probably what stopped it from rolling on top of me. I was thankful that I hadn’t activated the defenses. It would be impossible to shut them off without access to the door. Something I would have to adjust in the future.

I winced as a phantom pain ran through my regrowing leg. I knew this was going to take some time. Before I jumped into the hole I used Reaper to scan for the dwarves. My near-eidetic memory allowed me to recall all of the faces I had seen in the pit. What I couldn’t recall was who had died and who was still alive, so it took a few tries before my title pinged a response. I turned my head toward the Northeast.

They were on the move but it appeared slow going for the dwarves that had attacked. I could sense that they were still underground and not too far outside of town. I continued pinging and learned that all of the survivors from my attack were within a hundred yards of each other. I wouldn’t go after them just yet. With my healing leg, I was more likely to die if I confronted the group.

I jumped into the pit and spread my wings, gliding over to the fortress. I landed near it and stumbled in the loose debris. I walked around inspecting the thing for damage, avoiding the dark stain that had been my long-time mount, Bella. It still made me boil with anger as I saw the stain again. I took a deep breath and got back to work.

The fortress had weathered the fall pretty well. Other than a few scraps from sliding on the debris it was intact. That was good, if it had been too badly damaged I would have to leave it. Repairing it would take too long. The only major damage was one of the landing struts. It had snapped off in the fall. I could fix that later.

I walked to the top of the fortress. The runes on top were for structural support and I could afford to mess those up without damaging the fortress's ability to fly. I started molding the compressed stone away from a section until it was large enough for me to crawl through. It seems the new opening led to Ska’s room. Everything was thrown about but I was thankful that Ska didn’t have much. He had a sleeping mat, some souvenirs of his hunts and that was about it.

The door was on the ceiling and I had to leap up and hang from one of the walls opening as I wrenched the door open. I was glad I designed them to open inward. I swung myself out through the doorway and onto the hallway wall. The hallway was less cluttered but the lights had all detached in the fall and lay broken on the floor. Moving through the mess with one good leg was not easy and I fell more than once, slicing myself on some sharp glass.

It took another twenty minutes for me to get to the command room. I had to climb the hallway as the space was too small to deploy my wings. I made a note to add rungs to the wall in case something like this happened in the future.

Getting to the command chair wasn’t really an option. The chair had been torn free by the impact and lay crushed against the wall of the room. I cursed my luck as I jumped for the command console. The console was made from high-quality magical alloy and had held up to the fall and the abuse of me latching onto it with my metal hand.

It was awkward, straddling the pedestal as I began the power-up sequence. Error lights flashed, showing the fortress was sitting at too steep of an angle. But everything else was either green or yellow. I could work with that.

The power finished coming online and I worked at adjusting the settings to only have the downward facing runes activate. The fortress shook as it lurched upward and I was thrown off the pedestal to slam against the wall a few feet away. I slid back down the floor as the angle started to decrease. I grabbed the console as I slid past, managing to stand behind it and activate the main lifting rune.

The fortress slid sideways as the bulk was lifted out of the debris. I was almost thrown free of the console again but I managed to hold on. The random motion and bobbing eventually stopped and I saw through the viewer that it was floating clear from the debris. Two of the runes had gone offline and were now showing red. I would need to repair those before I left.

I didn’t want to leave Fiona, Martin, and Ska behind but I didn’t think I had time to find them. I also hoped by leaving them here would make them less of a target for the Stygian Order. What they had against me, I didn’t know but it was time to find out.

I left the fortress on hover as I repaired the hole in the roof and checked the door for any damage. There were scratches but the door had survived the fall intact. I also took the opportunity to repair the broken landing leg and give Bella a burial.

She had been a faithful companion almost as long as Fiona. I didn’t cry, not because I didn’t want to but because I couldn’t afford the distraction. My emotions were locked back behind a barrier and I would only let them out when I dealt with the immediate threat.

I was just about to head back inside when I heard angry shouts. I looked toward the crater wall and spotted a large group of angry citizens.

“There he is!” one of them shouted.

That seemed to be the catalyst that set the mob off. Anyone with ranged abilities or weapons fired them down into the pit. I jumped through the doorway as spells, arrows, and bullets splashed down around me. A few managed to hit my armor’s shield but the attacks were weak. I slammed the door shut, letting the attacks continue. It appeared that news had already spread.

I breathed in a calming breath and told myself, these people were angry and needed an outlet.

If it wasn’t for the emotional barrier I had thrown up, I would have gone back out there and slaughtered the lot of them. Those people didn’t know how close they had come to dying yet again today.

The Marshall was a good man so I doubted he was the one that spread the news. And even if he did, he would have gone straight to the Mayor. No this seemed like a deliberate attempt to turn the town against me. I just couldn’t figure out who or why. It didn’t fit with the Stygian Order's way of doing things. If that was their goal they would have done that instead of having dwarves attack me. No this was something else. But with the angry mob outside, I couldn’t stick around to find out. I sent off a quick message plate to Martin and Ska. Hopefully, they could figure out what was going on and remain safe.

***

Marshall Sumner and his men had a hell of a time dispersing the angry mob that had come boiling out of the city and towards where Paul had parked his ship. It didn’t take him long to learn why they were so angry. Somehow there was another set of documents detailing what Paul had done to the dwarves. It wasn’t much of a stretch for people to put two and two together. Now he had a large group of armed and angry people to try and pacify.

He let out a shrill whistle, using a skill he had called Focus Attention, to cut through the noise. When everyone quieted down and looked his way, he began to speak.

“I understand you are all angry, and you have a right to be but we have laws for a reason. Mob justice is not law and I will arrest anyone I feel is harming the safety of our fair city!”

“What about the killer!” someone yelled.

The Marshall held his features still but winced internally. “Those claims haven’t been verified yet. If they are true, steps will be taken to bring justice.”

“How can you say that!” another person yelled, “it was pretty clear in the document I saw.”

“Oh… and where did this document come from? I haven’t seen it yet, and all I have to go on is word of mouth. Now everyone, go home!”

It took a bit longer and some more angry yelling but seeing as Paul had already fled the area, the angry crowd dispersed and the Marshall quickly made his way to City Hall to speak with the Mayor. Someone was trying to stir up shit in his city and he was having none of it.

            

    
        Chapter 142: Alone again

    
    
    
    
                I floated the fortress out over the ocean and spent the better part of a day cleaning up and repairing the insides. I still had the two damaged runes at the bottom of the fortress that I would need to get to but it could wait for now. My mind was in turmoil but the act of cleaning helped me settle and come to terms with everything. I still kept my emotions locked away, they would get their time.

The main command chair was a twisted mess so I scrapped it. I unbolted one of the other chairs and moved it into place. Just another thing on the long list of items that needed to be replaced.

I collapsed into the chair and wiped the sweat from my face. It was getting hot and stuffy inside the fortress. The air filters weren’t designed to take a hundred-meter plunge into a pit and had been mangled messes. I had spares in the storage rings though and one was running at the moment. It was working to keep the air breathable but it wasn’t comfortable.

I ignored the hot stale air as I looked at the skills I had grabbed during the battle with the dwarves.

Energy Lance: Imbue energy into your next attack to produce a spear of concentrated mana that shoots from the tip of your weapon and explodes on impact dealing Str x .5 modifier explosive damage. Cost 150 mana, cooldown 2 min

It was a skill-based mana cannon. No wonder my leg had been blown apart.

Annihilator Sphere: Conjure a sphere of destructive energy that turns a one-meter sphere around the point of impact into dust. Deals Int x .6 modifier damage. Damage reduced by 2% for each point of Endurance the target has. If the remaining damage is over seventy percent of the base damage, the area hit by the spell is vaporized. Cast time 3 sec. Cost 200 mana, Cooldown 1 hour

I was surprised to have picked up both this skill and the Energy Lance but I wasn’t going to complain. The spell was now one of my most powerful spells.

Overcharge: Overcharge a spell with 20% more mana for a 20% boost to range and destructive power. Cost 100 mana plus 20% of spell’s mana you wish to enhance. Cooldown 30 min

Well… that just made my spells all the more dangerous.

Fuel the Anger: For each point of damage you suffer, your return damage is enhanced by 25% of that value. Lasts for 5 minutes. Cost 75 Stamina 75 Mana, Cooldown 10 min

I felt like this one came from the King, I wasn’t sure I liked the skill, it was another one that required me to take damage and I would prefer not to have to do that.

Resuscitate: Sacrifice a year of your life to revive someone. The target must have died within the last five minutes. Casting time 30 sec. Cost 400 mana, Cooldown 6 months – cannot be multicast

… holy shit, no wonder that healer stuck close to the King. Although thirty seconds is a long time to cast a spell. Plus sacrificing a year of my life was not something I was comfortable with. This skill was going to go bye-bye despite its usefulness.

Clinging Spray: Spray a cone of adhesive gel in a ten-meter area that tangles up and sticks to everything it contacts. Reduces movement speed by 80% for 10 sec. Cost 50 mana, Cooldown 30 sec

It was a nice replacement for the Wall of Thorns crowd control skill, but much more effective.

Shock Arrow: Imbue your arrow with electrical damage that deals Int x .14 modifier damage and stuns the target for 3 seconds. Cost 10 Stamina 25 Mana. Cooldown 1 min

Cleave: Allows your weapon to take on a magical edge for 10 sec that can cut through armor. Reduces armor effectiveness against slashing by 80% and overall armor value by half. Cost 50 Stamina 10 Mana. Cooldown 2 min

The final two were not really anything I was going to keep so I tossed them into Void Lottery.

Boiling Oil: Produce a spray of boiling oil. Deals Int X .05 modifier damage. Deals an additional 3 damage every second for ten seconds. Cost 25 Mana. Cooldown 30 sec

The damage wasn’t great but at least I could use it, unlike the other two.

With the new skills and the cleaning out of the way, I used Reaper to check on my targets' locations. They were steadily making their way towards the Spine. But I sensed that they had come above ground. I smiled as I turned the fortress towards my quarry. I had some new skills to try out and some much-needed vengeance to dish out.

***

It took around four hours to catch up to the dwarves, they were hurrying across the hard-packed Texas ground. I could only assume they hadn’t had time to dig a tunnel the entire way or maybe they didn’t want their tunnel leading all the way back to their new home. Either way, they were about to have a bad time.

The mana cannon mounts were all messed up so I cobbled together a quad barrel monstrosity with duct tape that I was going to fire out the doorway. I would only get one opportunity so I needed to make it count. The fortress was hovering a hundred or so yards away, sitting invisible. I oriented the fortress in the correct direction and set it to hover as I made my way towards the door. I also charged the cannon in my hand.

From what I saw on the remote viewer, there were between thirty and forty dwarves down there. They weren’t all bunched up so I would have to try and clear out as many as I could with the cannons before descending to finish off any remnant forces. My leg had finished regrowing but the muscles were still weak so I needed to pick off the majority before they could respond. Or scatter their forces so I could deal with them in smaller batches.

I threw open the outer door and hefted the cannons, aiming them at the dwarves.

My actions didn’t go unnoticed as the fortress became visible. The dwarves started scattering as a few of the remaining mages tried throwing up shields of magic or stone. Some even threw magic at the fortress but I was a small target. Most of the attacks splashed against the fortress, if they even reached that far.

I fired the first cannon at the largest group of dwarves, sending up a spray of dirt and rocks. I fired three more times, scattering the groups even more.

Recharging would take too long so I jumped down to deal with the remaining attackers. A dwarven mage fired a huge bolt of ice at me that just barely missed. I returned the favor by firing my charged hand at him. I missed as well but unlike his spell my bolt of mana struck the ground and exploded, sending the offending mage flying away.

A couple of dwarves thought they could wait for me on the ground. Instead of floating down, I sped up. I activated my movement skills and my Area of Denial to smash into the ground with massive speed. They weren’t expecting that. The ground around my impact point erupted violently as Seismic Strike did its work. My shield did not survive after absorbing the impact. It seemed my skills were too much for it to keep up.

I jumped out of the crater and slammed my staff into one of the dazed dwarves. Not all had succumbed to the attack and a group of four were rushing at me. I hit them with Clinging Spray, halting them in their tracks. Then I sent an Energy Lance their way.

Going by how their eyes widened they realized now that I was the one that killed their king. Not that it mattered as the bolt of energy struck the closest one with a massive explosion. The one I targeted was blown to pieces but the other three survived. They would probably regret doing that as the Clinging Spray caught fire.

I had to divert my attention as three more dwarves attacked. Their spears jabbed at me in a coordinated fashion, preventing me from returning attacks. I used all my speed to deflect the three spears. I was holding my own but the three were spreading out and making it more difficult for me to counter all of them. I decided not to wait for them to surround me as I activated Time Shudder and closed in on the one to my left.

The dwarf was unable to backpedal fast enough as Flurry of Blows activated, crashing into his upper chest. His armor absorbed a lot of damage but he stumbled back, coughing up blood and wheezing heavily as his armor was smashed in from my strength. I continued pushing, ignoring the attacks that fell on my armor. The armor's shield flickering wildly as the other two attacked. I landed a sweeping blow across the injured dwarf's helmet before I swung around to counter the other two.

I was giving ground as the two worked in tandem to push me away from their downed ally. But that didn’t stop me. I jumped back and fired off an Annihilation Sphere, using Time Shudder to make the casting almost instant. The cost in mana and stamina to Multicast Time Shudder twice followed by the Sphere was tremendous but the surprise had worked. The dwarves dove to avoid the spell but I hadn’t been aiming for them. My target had been their downed friend. Who screamed as the spell impacted his ruined armor.

I let out a Maddening Laugh that drove the remaining dwarves to suicidal recklessness. An Overcharged Frostwave froze them in their tracks. They were still alive but it gave me time to chug two mana potions. Then I touched each on the head, casting Corrupting Touch on one and Calcifying Strike on the other. With them being frozen they couldn’t even scream as their bodies were converted by the spells.

That was twelve more dead dwarves. I recharged my mana and my armor and began my pursuit of the rest.

***

It took me fourteen hours to track down the final dwarf. I knew none had escaped because I had memorized each and every face while I followed them in the fortress. The only thing I couldn’t account for was any that may have broken off before I arrived. Considering the number of dwarves that had gathered here, I figured that was unlikely.

The last dwarf had almost given me the slip as it was one of the earth mages. But unfortunately for him, I had experience with earth magic of my own. He had tried to crush me by collapsing the ground around me when I went after him. My higher attributes and level won out against the level fifteen mage and he ran out of mana long before I did. He would die as he arrived, buried within the earth.

I took a rag from my ring and began to wipe the sweat and blood from my face and armor. Preferring speed over defense, I had stopped recharging my armor's shield after a few hours. I had a dozen new scars on my armor and my exposed body to show that the fighting had not been all one-sided. While the dwarves were all under level sixteen, they fought brutally and efficiently if more than one grouped up.

I could simply wash away the scars with Regenerating Rain but I didn’t. It was a visual reminder that no matter where I was, the world was a cold and unforgiving place, and trying to return to a sense of normalcy was not a guarantee of safety.

I had gotten caught up in the fantasy of living a normal life. With no more visible threats it was easy to forget and I paid the price of my hubris. That being said, life couldn’t be just about surviving. I needed time to enjoy the small things, and those short few months had given meaning back to my life. Before that, I had honestly thought I would run from one fight to the next until anyone who sought to harm me would be crushed underfoot. That goal had turned to a glowing cinder in the background as I turned toward creating something new.

But that was before the attack. Now the fire raged anew and demanded vengeance. I would never let the fire die out. Allies and friends would be required and once animosity cooled down in Houston, I would return.

My projects would continue. I wouldn’t abandon my other endeavors to chase more violence but I would not grow complacent again.

The enemy had made the first move and while I was strong it appeared that I wasn’t yet strong enough to dissuade others to leave me and my friends the fuck alone. So be it, if they wanted to turn me into a monster of biblical proportions I would indulge them. Then we would see who feared who.

***

“We should have gone after him!” Fiona yelled at me.

“We can’t, the mayor is having enough issues trying to disassociate us from Paul. If we went running after him, we would not be allowed back and the work I am doing is too important to just abandon,” Martin replied in exasperation.

They had been going round and round about this since they received Paul’s message. Then The Marshall had come to talk with them and filled in the blanks. Martin wanted to make sure his friends were ok but there were larger matters at hand. The problem was Fiona did not agree with him on this.

“How can you say that as his friend?” she asked while glaring at him.

“I can say that because I am his friend. You read his message, he wanted to keep us from being implicated.”

“So! He’s an idiot and does dumb shit like this all the time.”

“I know, but that doesn’t make him wrong, at least not in this instance. You can tell he is alive right?”

“Alive and ok are two very different things,” she waved dismissively.

“I’m sure if Paul is alive, he is fine. The man may be a trouble magnet but he is also lucky and while reckless, smart enough to know when he bit off more than he can handle. He will contact us when things settle down and we can meet him then. Have faith in our friend.”

***

Fiona wanted to rant and rave but Martin was right. It didn’t make her feel any better though and she stomped out of the room to go think. If she couldn’t go to Paul, she could at least send a message to Ska to inform him of what was going on.

            

    
        Chapter 143: New headquarters

    
    
    
    
                After finishing off the dwarves and stripping them of all their gear, I left their corpses to rot in the hot Texas sun. It's all the bastards deserved after attacking. Coming after me was one thing but attacking my friends was another.

Despite my desire to immediately go after the perpetrators of this little plot, I was forced to curtail my emotions. I had no way of locating my target, although, I had a few ideas. First I needed to intercept my new captains and get the other barge out of Houston.

After returning to the fortress I moved south of the Spine and around toward the coastal city. I really should find out what that city called itself.

My arrival didn’t go unnoticed as I plopped the fortress down in an empty shipping yard near the docks. I hurried out to prevent any misunderstandings among the locals.

A few of the town militia had already shown up but they quickly spotted me and lowered their weapons. But I noticed they didn’t put them away.

“I thought you said you would be gone for at least another week?” one of the men asked and I recognized his face from the previous time I had been here.

“The barge won’t be but I plan on setting up a shipping hub here.”

“Why not just remain in Houston?” the man asked in confusion.

“I want one on either side of the Spine. Makes it easier for handling the trade routes,” I replied. Technically true, the best type of truth.

“Alright, I will let the Sheriff know you are here. You can hammer out the specifics with him. By the way, what is that thing you flew in on?”

“Just my house. Makes living on the road much easier.”

The man gave the fortress another glance before he either decided I was telling the truth or it didn’t matter and it was above his pay grade. Either way, he and the men with him left.

I set out a folding chair and a cooler as I waited for the Sheriff. I was two beers in by the time the man showed up.

“Want a drink?”

Kurt eyed my drink with longing but shook his head. “I hear you want to set up a headquarters here?”

“Yup, that going to be an issue?”

“…No, the city will automatically tax you if you own any property. I would just ask that you refrain from arming people this time around. We are still discussing how to handle that issue and choosing a new mayor.”

“Fair enough, but I can’t prevent merchants from selling weapons to the locals.”

“That’s fine, so long as we know who sells what. At least then we can register the weapons.”

I thought the man was being naively optimistic but it wasn’t my town, he could run it how he saw fit.

“I only plan on sticking around for a week this time around. The barge should arrive then. Once I talk with my employees and the Earth mage aboard the Barge, I will get started on constructing my dry dock. Know any good properties?”

“Depends on what you’re looking for.”

“Warehouse space and waterfront access,” I replied after thinking about it for a bit.

“Plenty of that. But best to keep off to the east side of town. Most of the fancy homes are on the west end of town and while they are currently empty, I imagine they are going to be sold out once people learn of the trade going through the town.”

“Fair enough. I will locate an appropriate structure and get back to you. Is it ok if I leave my house here?”

“Well, let me officially welcome you to Saint June,” Kurt said holding out his hand. “As for the house... we should probably talk about that.”

***

The man didn’t believe for one minute that it was a simple house. I couldn’t blame him for his skepticism. The fortress was a hardened rock dome full of sharp angles on the bottom and just looking at its construction it screamed built for conflict. The thick metal door on the outside showed signs of battle but had held, short of the patch. To top it off, I had gun ports situated around the fortress covered in steel panels as well. Most people didn’t realize what they were but Kurt obviously had some idea.

I agreed to move the fortress to the far end of the docks and not attack anyone from the city that approached. That last part was key because eventually, people from outside the city were going to get curious, and well, I didn’t need looky-loos. It also kept prying eyes away while I made repairs and much-needed upgrades to the fortress.

***

The warehouse district ran along a road near the coast. The road was along the top of an elevated seawall with small docks for fishing boats dotting the land below.

Most were empty, similar to the larger dock I had set the fortress down on. Those docks had been meant for larger ships but not the massive cargo vessels that the Houston shipyard had been designed to handle.

There were a few brave fishing vessels that trawled the waters near the coast. The number of broken ships that lined the coast told the story of the vessels that braved the waters too far out. I was glad my barges were unaffected by the sea life. I would have to mention to the new captains to take care if they ever had to set down in the open ocean. The shield wouldn’t stop a large monster from dragging the barge down.

I located an abandoned warehouse that was close to meeting my needs. It was large and open with a security fence and gate around it. The only downside was the lack of an open parking lot. It wouldn’t do to store ready barges there. But… the smaller warehouse next door had a large lot, filled with unfinished sailboats. I would have to ask Kurt if I could have both. Otherwise, I would have to set the barges in the water. Not the end of the world but the upkeep would be more time-consuming as barnacles would need to be removed more often.

As for the dry dock, that wouldn’t be an issue. The seawall across from the warehouse dropped right into the ocean, with only some rip rap at the bottom to break the waves. There were no docks to get in the way and a staircase ran down the side for people to access the water for fishing.

I hadn’t seen anyone fishing from shore since I had arrived so I figured it wasn’t high on anyone's list as a survival mechanic. Either that or the ones who had attempted it were pulled into the ocean never to be seen again. The latter option seemed more likely since food was always a priority. It was the main reason ships still took their chances out on the water.

I did make a note to develop an anti-monster barrier. Something that would keep anything too dangerous from coming ashore but leave sufficient room for fish to get through.

I surveyed the ocean. The area was significantly different from what it had been prior to the System. When I looked east I could just see the yellow-brown haze of the massive desert off in the distance. It turned the area from Mexico to the desert into a large cove, reducing the ocean's effect on the waters by a significant bit.

Weather patterns were starting to shift as well. I had seen the beginnings of this when I was in Houston. The once arid area was seeing more rainfall as air currents pushed clouds against the imposing wall of the Spine. Some of the clouds would push their way over but most ended up dumping their water against the mountain chain to form new rivers that ran down and toward the coast. In a few years, I expected a river larger than the Mississippi would run along the mountain chain.

The east side of the Spine was much drier. Ocean breezes would carry storm clouds north from the coast but they were small in comparison to what they could have been prior. Saint June saw a fair share of light rains but the storm fronts would break apart long before they crossed the barren rocky area that the elementals called home. Occasionally a hot dry wind would blow in from the desert, carrying with it fine particles of sand that would wash into the ocean during the next rainstorm.

With enough time it would build up and turn this cold coastline into a beautiful sandy vista. But that was decades away at the earliest. And while it was nice to dream about the future, I had shit to do now.

***

Kurt agreed to let me have both properties, assuming I could continue paying the taxes on them. Which reminded me I was broke. That issue was quickly resolved when I spoke with a few of the boat captains. They had been eager to learn of anything that made their important work a bit safer. I couldn’t offer them levitation as I didn’t have that kind of time or resources, but I was able to provide a simple shield that could protect them long enough to fight off a sea monster or make their way to shore.

I was only able to apply the shield to three vessels due to my lack of additional mana hearts, and even those three had come from some of my unfinished projects. The shields weren’t much but they would be able to soak up five hundred damage. I hadn’t yet figured out how to merge smaller mana hearts into a larger one but that work was ongoing.

***

The week went by quickly and finally, my barge had arrived. I strode onto the boat and waved at the guards who gave me confused looks. They knew it was me and not some double as I had a control rune to disable the shield.

“Keep up the good work, I just have to speak with the captains.”

The guards shrugged as I walked past, they were busy directing the merchants off to set up their carts on the dock anyway.

“Mr. Paul! What brings you here?” Maria asked in trepidation.

“I had some business to attend to here and thought I would stick around until you two arrived. How was the trip so far?”

“No issues, Mr. Paul,” Javier added with a smile.

“Good, hey, while I have you two here I need you to do something for me when you return to Houston.”

I felt a bit guilty about putting them up to this but I needed both barges here.

“What would you like us to do, Mr. Paul?” Maria asked.

“Well, when you return to Houston, I need one of you to pilot the other barge over here. It isn’t fully operational but it should be able to stay above the waves, just take it slow. Oh and if anyone says the Barge isn’t mine or tries to force their way on board, leave and return here.”

The two were looking nervous as I spoke and I tried alleviating their fears. “You shouldn’t have any issues and I will be paying the guards to protect you and the barge for another round trip.”

“Are you in trouble, Mr. Paul?”

“No… why would you say that? It’s just a small misunderstanding with some of the locals. If you have concerns go and talk with Marshall Sumner, he can tell you what is going on. Oh, I might also have a few friends that want to join me here. Their names are Martin, Fiona, and Ska… Ska is a large cat man, so don’t freak out if you see him.”

The two nodded slowly like they were rethinking their choice to work for me. I just smiled as disarmingly as I could. It didn’t seem to help. I really wished Martin was here with his abnormally high Charisma to help me out.
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                Now that I had spoken to Javier and Maria and gotten the initial work started on the new warehouse and drydock, I turned my attention toward my next goal.

Locating the Stygian Order was going to be difficult. I assumed they had spies I wasn’t familiar with keeping tabs on me. It was the only thing that made sense as to how they knew of the dwarves or where I was located after the attack at the Hornwell property.

Therein lay the problem. I had no way to ferret these people out, at least not yet. I did have one concrete piece of information and that was how they got around.

I hadn’t come across anyone that could create portals other than that man in West Exit that helped set up that return system. I wasn’t sure if that could be considered a portal though. That left me with two options; purchase a similar portal skill or create an item that could mimic it. With my access to the Bazaar in Houston and East Exit cut off, that left Biloxi as the closest available Bazaar and I wasn’t sure I wanted to go back there with that creep Lord Vik’t being around. That left Chicago or Durbinton as the only other locations I knew of that had a Bazaar.

I didn’t want to go back up there if I could avoid it, too many bad memories. That made the decision a bit easier. I would have to build a portal using runes. This wasn’t something I was planning on using to travel with. I only needed it to figure out the mana signature of a teleportation portal. Then I could create a device that could lock onto the signal. I had no idea if the signature would match a spell portal but it wouldn’t hurt to try.

It didn’t take me long to put together a half-baked portal. There were plenty of runic combinations that stood for a doorway or travel. And since I wasn’t planning on it lasting, they could be quick and dirty carvings. I used Metamagic and Earth Fist to form six sets of rings about a foot in diameter. These would be the apertures of the portal. I used different combinations of runes to see if the signal they gave off was different.

As to how I was going to measure this signal, well, that was easy. Turns out magic emitted waves similar to electricity so a simple oscilloscope could pick them up. Well, sort of. Magic seemed to function in more than one dimension in a waveform, each dimension having differing waveforms. I only figured this out when I hooked one of the devices up to my old railgun project. Depending on where you connected the probe you got a different signal. It had confused the hell out of me for days until I realized the issue.

The more complex the magic, the more waveforms came together to form it. So while I couldn’t measure all of the different waves, I could latch onto the pattern of the more important ones. I saved the last set of rings to create a measurement device that would be similar to the final product I would build to track my targets down. Its only use at the moment was for comparing my spells against the portal.

I did all my testing inside the warehouse after scouring it from top to bottom with my tattoo and sealing it off from outside intervention. An anti-intrusion ward went up along with a silencing array. Crafting those out of runes had taken some time but the effect was acceptable. They wouldn’t last forever though, being made of simple rock without any mithril pathways.

I first went through every spell of mine while near the detector. I memorized the results and shifted the position of the detector and ran through them again to get another angle on how the spell forms functioned.

The data I collected was rather sparse. Short-term spells really only showed up for half a second on the detector, not giving much of a reading. I ran into more luck with spells like Imbue, or even my healing spells. While the data was limited it helped tremendously. I could now rule out any reading that was less than a second long. That was over eighty percent of my abilities.

I moved onto the portals. The rock disks were set on metal stands and I connected two mana generators one on each end. The portals were power-hungry devices and the smaller gems were depleted within ten seconds. It was enough time to get a fair reading and analyze the effect of objects, both biological and non-biological going through the portal.

The rats I had captured didn’t appreciate me throwing them through the devices. Not that they could complain once they came out. My portals weren’t exactly… stable. I cleaned up the mess and prepped the next set of portal rings.

***

I spent the next two days running tests until I finally realized I wasn’t going to be able to pin down a certain waveform. My conclusion wasn’t all that surprising but I wouldn’t say the tests were a complete bust. I learned a few valuable things. Portals, at least mine, required a lot of energy. They also lasted longer than most spells and if something passed through, there was always a spike in the waveform. The size of the object didn’t seem to matter as the spike was always consistent. With those three key components, I could build the detection array.

That would have to wait though as I was expecting the barges to return soon.

I headed out of the warehouse after storing everything in my ring. I didn’t want the Stygian Order getting wind of what I was up to.

I walked down to the fortress to await the arrival of the barges.

***

It took most of the day before my keen vision spotted one of the barges, flying low over the ocean. The massive vessel was slow in its approach but it eventually arrived in the harbor. I went down to meet the captain.

I had to wait for the mass of people to step off the barge. It seemed like Maria had picked up people looking for a change. I spotted Timothy, the welder I had hired, as well as my other two earth mages. I waved to the three, who waved back and headed over.

“What brings you lot over here?” I inquired.

“Work, obviously. Look, Boss, we don’t care what you did to some lowlife dwarves, all we care about is steady pay and interesting work and you offer both,” Charles stated firmly.

“You all feel this way?”

The other two nodded.

“Well, alright then. I'll show you to the new warehouse. Darnell already got started on the dry dock but I lent him to the city to help build up the fortifications. I will probably split your time between the two projects. The dry dock isn’t much of a hurry at the moment with two barges.”

“As long as you keep us busy,” Charles replied. I guess that made him… in charge. “By the way, we have both work vehicles on the barge,” Charles added, pointing to two tarp-covered objects near the command center.

“Excellent. Once these people get off, I'll drive one and you can follow in the other.”

The others nodded as they walked off to the side to get out of the way of the people disembarking. I could tell most if not all of these people were not from Houston. Most were Hispanic and a majority of them were young. They also didn’t have the softness that came with being safe behind tall walls. They were rough and weathered, despite their young age. But that didn’t seem to dampen the spark I saw in their eyes. They wanted something better and had jumped at the opportunity.

I assumed this was the reason why Javier had not joined Maria on the voyage across. I would speak with her.

I walked past the guards with a friendly nod. They nodded back but it was more subdued. I assumed they had learned of the events in Houston. I imagined all kinds of rumors were swirling around about me. I was surprised that Ska, Fiona, or Martin weren’t onboard.

I waved as I approached the command cabin. Maria waved back excitedly.

“So?” I asked as I entered the cabin.

Maria looked a bit chastised but spoke up anyway. “They needed help, Mr. Paul, I couldn’t in good conscience leave them behind.”

It was the first thing I had heard her truly passionate about, other than being a captain.

“Alright.”

“… really?” she beamed.

I nodded, “is Javier picking up a load of people as well?”

“No, Mr. Paul, There was a line of merchants waiting when we returned. They convinced him to take them on the same route as we had taken the others.”

I scratched my head, “really? And you two had no trouble getting out with both barges?”

She shook her head, “nobody came to stop us, or even yell at us. After your speech, we were quite worried. Your friend Martin did give me a letter to hand you,” she said, digging around in her pockets for the letter.

She handed me the slightly crumpled letter with a wince. I accepted the letter with thanks.

“Once everything is offloaded, tie off the barge to the dock. The drydock won’t be finished for a week or so. You can ride with me and the others and set up in one of the offices in the warehouse. It won’t be very glamorous but it will be free. At least until you can find a place to live.”

She nodded excitedly as she rushed out the door to begin tying up the barge. I shook my head and powered down the barge.

***

Having capable employees was a godsend. I didn’t have to watch over them as they got their work done. Timothy didn’t have much to do but I still had him fabricate me a couple of items from normal steel, aluminum, and stainless steel. I was glad his skill set went beyond simple welding. He didn’t ask what the rings were for and I didn’t provide an answer.

The detectors were fitted to a device I was very familiar with. The football-sized top no longer contained a void in the center designed for dangerous toxins. Why three rings? Well, I wasn’t sure which would work best. I suspected the normal steel ring would rust or burn out the quickest, with the other two lasting longer. I needed dozens of these devices and I wasn’t willing to construct them out of mithril. So the six prototypes would have to do.

The activation ring on the bombs worked exactly like my previous model, but these new ones had runes designed to punch deeper into the ground and produce an effect that would hide their impact location. I knew the Stygian Order was going to try and follow me and see what I was doing. If they found the landing sites all they would find would be a scattering of fake debris and a shallow impact crater. If they already knew I used bombs, I hoped they would mistake them for another evolution. If they didn’t, I hoped it confused the hell out of them. Better yet, if they investigated more deeply, my detectors would trigger with each person they teleported in.

I wasn’t worried about the devices ending up in their hands. The quarter-pound of C4 and proximity trigger would take care of that issue. I had to thank Randy Cotton and his goon squad for the massive surplus of explosives I now had in my possession.

There was one final feature of the new device but that would only come into play much later, assuming the other portion worked as I hoped.
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                It took Timothy a week to finish fabricating the last of the disks for my project. It was good timing because the dry dock was almost complete. I thanked the man for his work and told him to take off until the dry dock was ready and the barge was in place. I paid him with the money I earned from the town. I essentially signed a contract to build the wall and add other fortifications. The money wouldn’t be paid all at once, as to not bankrupt the town. Instead, I agreed to installments as well as free room and board for my employees until the work was complete.

It gave me a steady flow of incoming capital to continue to pay my small workforce but it was enough. If I needed a cash infusion, I could sell some runic items. My employees were happy to finally be out of living in the warehouse, especially Maria who was forced to live with three other guys. Although, I think she liked the attention of being the only female, the other guys treated her like a daughter. Timothy was the only married one and he and his wife had purchased an abandoned home from the city.

I let my employees know I would be gone for a few days, but they didn’t need to be told what to do. Maria, I gave a few days off to spend about the town after she docked the barge. It's not like she had anything she could help with while the barge was being completed. With a final wave, I got aboard the fortress and lifted off.

***

A nondescript man watched quietly from the shadows of an abandoned house. He was almost a mile away but he had a clear line of sight to the pier and the magical construct his target called the Fortress. He wasn’t the only person keeping tabs on this man. Others within the city watched his every move. They had only lost sight of him when he entered his fortified warehouse or the fortress. It wasn’t ideal but they made it work.

Another watcher, placed within the thin forest outside of town watched a strange object hurtle down from the fortress. She noted the incident and waited for the fortress to leave before she went to check out the landing site.

***

“What do you mean unknown objects?” Stone asked one of her scouts.

“The objects were released from the fortress and impacted the ground. All signs around the impact spots indicate the devices either exploded upon impact or were destroyed.”

Stone paused, “how similar are the impact craters?”

The scout looked through her notes. “Almost identical,” she replied.

“That crafty bastard, he’s up to something. Keep an eye on the sites, I will see if I can get approval for a retrieval team to look over one of the craters for any clues.”

The scout nodded and walked away.

Everything about this screamed of a trap to Stone but she couldn’t figure out what the trap was. One thing she knew for certain was whatever that man was up to, did not bode well for the Order.

She quickly hurried down the hallway to the mirror room. The council needed to vote on this topic. As she shut the door that closed off the strange room, the wall shimmered to life as the mercury-like substance poured down the back wall in a constant flow.

Most people wouldn’t recognize a node terminal if they came across it, but she and the other members of the Order controlled over a dozen of the sites. The Seer was part of the nodes but it also allowed communication across even interstellar distances. Not that they had any operatives off-world.

She waved her hand through the metallic liquid and spoke a few words of magic to activate the device.

It didn’t take long for the silverly liquid to show the faces of other members.

When the last one was filled she called the meeting to order.

“I need a vote on whether or not to send a retrieval team to secure a device that Paul Fuller has created.”

“And what is the purpose of this device?” one of the others asked.

“We are unsure.”

There were murmurs among the others that it was likely a trap, designed to lure them in. Stone cut the conversation off.

“I am aware that this is likely a trap but we need to determine what these items are. What if they are large-scale teleportation scramblers?” she asked, positing her best guess.

Mr. Nobody leaned forward, “And what if that is exactly what he wants you to think? Perhaps we should pull all of our scouts back and leave the man to his own devices?”

Stone frowned. Mr. Nobody was the only other council member she had met. The others were more insular in their dealings.

“You propose to let one of the most dangerous individuals to the future of mankind to his own devices?” she asked in astonishment.

“Says who?” he replied in kind. “The Seer has told us that the lines of the future especially involving Mr. Fuller are becoming hard to read. That does not mean he is a danger to humanity.”

Stone clenched her fist, Mr. Nobody had been opposed to her since Paul Fuller had first become an issue.

“I propose we vote now. I vote to deploy the team.”

“Opposed,” Mr. Nobody replied quietly.

The vote came down with only one other vote in her favor. She gritted her teeth and swiped her hand through the liquid, canceling the session. If those fools didn’t see the danger this man posed, she would deal with it herself. It would cost her some favors, but she had just the team in mind.

***

I was honestly not expecting much action on my detectors but the damn things were lighting up like Christmas trees. I had detected over a dozen confirmed teleportations in less than a week. Some were near my drop sites, giving me much better signal strength which allowed me to adjust the detectors for my next batch.

It seemed they were interested in one particular detector. It was probably because it was the furthest away from the city. I wasn’t able to see what was happening near the detector but after a half-hour, the signal went dead. Less than thirty seconds after that six signals flashed away through a portal. I headed over with the fortress to see what happened.

I was doing exactly as the Stygian Order expected of me, and I smiled.

As I expected, they had tried to dig up the device, only to have it blow up in their face. There was a significant amount of blood around the blast hole, telling a pretty damning story of what occurred. I kicked a piece of shrapnel down the crater and walked back to the fortress with a worried frown on my face. Let them think I was worried about the loss of the item.

***

“What the hell happened!” Stone yelled as five beat-up survivors returned, carry one dead.

“It was a trap!” Jacob growled, spitting out some blood. “Damn thing exploded as soon as we got within two feet. Lenny took a piece of shrapnel straight through the eye and right into his brain. He died instantly.”

Stone slammed her first into the wall, causing it to crack. She hadn’t told her team of the possibility that it was a trap. “Alright, get to medical and get those wounds treated. I will debrief you in half an hour.”

Stone watched the five hobble off, while she panicked internally. If she had recovered something of value she could have talked her way out of this mess. But now it was too late, she needed to cover this mess up as quickly and quietly as possible so she hurried to her office. She froze when she opened her door and saw Mr. Nobody sitting behind her desk with his feet propped up.

“Have a seat please,” the man said in a casual tone.

Stone’s first instinct was to bolt for it but she knew she wouldn’t get far. They didn’t call Mr. Nobody, the hunter, for nothing.

She woodenly took a seat across from the quiet unassuming man.

“You went against the vote, Stone.”

“I had my reasons,” she ground out.

“I’m sure you did, and they may have even been good and justified but that’s not how we operate. You know that.”

“You know as well as I that the lines of the future will cle-,” Mr. Nobody cut her off with a shushing motion.

“Your reliance on the seer is your first problem. We got along just fine before, while I agree it is helpful, it seems to have clouded the minds of some of the leadership.”

“That’s your opinion.”

“No, Stone, That’s the majority opinion. You see, while you were trying to further incite Mr. Fuller, we had another vote. Care to guess what that was about?” he asked, quirking his eyebrow.

Stone knew; she wasn’t a fool. Any vote she was left out of was a vote about her fate. She tried to leap across the desk and smash the smug man’s face in but she couldn’t overpower the force holding her in her seat.

“I admire your tenacity, Stone, but there must be rules, even for people like us.”

She tried to scream, but an invisible force rammed into her mouth, making her choke. The sensation only lasted for a moment. The magic holding her motionless, twisted her head around with a snap. Her vision faded as tears of pain streamed down her face.

Mr. Nobody sighed. He didn’t like killing. He only did it out of necessity. He let his feet fall from the desk as he rose and walked around. By the time he was at Stone’s corpse, his body and clothing had morphed to match hers exactly. The corpse disappeared into his ring and he walked down the hall to debrief ‘his’ team.

***

Mr. Nobody finished up his debriefing with the remaining members of Stone’s team. She had chosen the same members that had run into Mr. Fuller in Chicago for the job. Which worked out in the Order's favor. Once he finished questioning them one at a time he disposed of each member. It closed a possible security issue while neatly cleaning up the mess Stone had created.

The only thing left was to have a face-to-face with Mr. Fuller. Mr. Nobody was not looking forward to that. It would be much simpler if he could just kill the man and be done with it but that wasn’t how their organization operated. If that were the case their organization would have been rooted out and destroyed a long time ago for being a threat. It didn’t mean he wouldn’t kill the man if given the go-ahead, but that was for the council to decide.

Mr. Nobody made his way down the hall in his Stone disguise. None of the other cell members knew that Stone or her team were dead yet and it would remain that way for the time being. He waited after activating the communication mirror.

“It’s done, how should we proceed?”

“The Seer recommends termination of the target… I urge caution. Let the voters decide.”

The vote landed on caution. Which was no surprise to Mr. Nobody. He nodded, “I will attempt to make contact with the target.”

After that, the screen went blank. Mr. Nobody would act the part until a replacement for Stone was sent over, then he would try and reach out to Mr. Fuller.
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                After the initial flurry of signals I got from the detectors and the one that detonated, it was radio silence so to speak. Two weeks went by without a single hit from the detectors. I was afraid the detectors had burned out or the Stygian Order found a way to circumvent them somehow. I was able to alleviate those concerns by using my prototype portal to verify the system was still working. I guess they had been spooked off for the meantime.

That didn’t mean there weren’t still spies watching me though, so I kept my actions confined to the fortress or the warehouse.

I was also getting worried about Javier, he was two days overdue. I couldn’t run off at the moment to find him though. So I went to Maria.

“Maria, are you ready to set out?”

“Yes, Mr. Paul, is the barge complete?”

I nodded. “Pick up a load of merchants from Houston and follow Javier's route backward, starting with the stop after Saint June. I’m going to send a couple of extra men with you in case of trouble.”

“Do you think Javier is in trouble?”

“I hope not, maybe the barge just broke down, or he was delayed. But if you see trouble, don’t wait, get out of there as soon as possible. Oh, I almost forgot,” I fished out a mage staff from my ring.

Her eyes grew wide in surprise as I handed her the runic staff. I had given Javier a similar gift before he last left, Maria’s was just delayed due to lack of materials.

Bloody Thorn

Quality: Superb

Damage: 15-20 bludgeoning x2 critical damage

The bloody thorn leaves seeping wounds that are hard to heal. Holding the staff enhances all spell damage by 10%

“This is your gift for a job well done, I hope you like it.”

“Thank you, Mr. Paul, it is an amazing gift. I will treasure it.”

I felt a bit awkward at the praise, sure it was a decent staff, but I whipped it up in like ten minutes. I just nodded and accepted the hug she gave me in return.

“… ok, that’s enough…”

Thankfully she released me.

“I will do my best to find Javier, Mr. Paul.”

She rushed off to the dry dock to prep the barge.

“You're just a big softy,” I heard a light chuckle from behind me.

I turned to see Charles walking up. I just grunted at his comment.

“How is the wall coming along?”

“It’s about twenty percent complete. Are you planning on having any more barges?”

“Not at the moment. We need to open up more trade routes before more barges make sense. Plus I need to get more materials, I am fresh out.”

“Are you planning a trip to the Bazaar?”

“I would if I could, but the ones I know about are all in cities I’m not exactly allowed in at the moment.”

“What about Vegas?”

I quirked an eyebrow at this.

“I overheard a guy in Houston that said he came from that direction. Said Vegas is booming more than it was before the System. He also mentioned that there was a Bazaar there, but it was not exactly as open to the public as the one in Houston.”

“Really?” I asked.

Charles shrugged.

“I guess it won’t hurt to take a look. I’ll need some capital before I head over there though, so I may spend a week making some weapons.”

I handed Charles some message plates. “In case you need to get in touch with me while I’m gone.”

After my talk with Charles and Maria, I went in search of Kurt. We weren’t exactly friends but there was a grudging understanding between us. He was harder to find now that he was off trying to level in some nearby dungeons. Luckily, I found him in his office.

“Good, you’re here. I just wanted to stop in and let you know I will be gone for a couple of weeks. Give the stipend to Charles until I return.”

“Anything I should be worried about?” Kurt asked pointedly.

I ignored his tone as I responded. “No, I just need to pick up more materials to continue working on more barges. It would be nice if we could find a local supply of mithril though.”

Kurt scratched his chin. “Well, I can ask some of the people that are braving the rocky plains to see if they spot any ore deposits. Any idea what it looks like?”

I shook my head. “I can give you a small sample of a piece of refined mithril to compare it to but I have never seen it in its raw form.”

I pulled out a tiny piece of scrap no longer than an inch and handed it to him. He looked at the unassuming grey metal with a bit of confusion.

“So something like this is what you’re looking for?”

“Yeah, have you seen anything like it?”

“Maybe, the Rock Elementals have a similar color, I wonder if they are made partly of Mithril. I will have a sample brought in and see if we have a furnace that can melt it down to compare.”

“That would be appreciated. I talked with the mages today and they say the wall is going up quickly.”

“Yes, It will be nice to not have to worry about random monsters crawling in from the rocky wastes to the north. It didn’t happen often but it was always a surprise when it did. At least now we have active patrols along the border to deter the creatures. And with the dungeons and new influx of people, we are gathering a larger fighting force in case of trouble.”

“Well, have fun with that, I’m off to Vegas,” I stated with a smile and a wave. I could hear the man grumbling behind me as I walked out.

***

After a week of preparation, it was time to head out. Well, I actually stopped north of Houston and waited for Fiona to appear.

“How are things going,” She said appearing out of nowhere and startling me.

“Fucking hell, do you have to do that!” She just chuckled at my surprise. “I’m fine by the way, how are you and the others doing?”

“Martin is keeping busy and the Mayor has kept the few unruly people that knew we were a part of your team off our backs. Ska is working with the Marshall to try and figure out where the information leaked.”

“Any progress?” I asked.

She shrugged, “Our main suspect was that guy giving you shit about the barges, a Gaben Hewitt. But he was killed in the attack on the gated community.”

“Wait, the dwarves attacked the gated community, why?” I asked in confusion.

“Nobody really knows why, but they seemed to target heads of households.”

“That doesn’t seem to match the rest of their actions,” I added.

“Martin and the Marshall seem to think the same thing but getting someone in there to figure out what went on is proving difficult. The surviving residents have increased their defenses to the point that even I can’t get past them without tripping an alarm.”

I scratched my chin in thought. “I’ll see if I can come up with a way to bypass their security. Anything else going on?”

“No, just beefed up patrols and a bunch of frightened people, wondering when the next boot will drop,” she added.

“They shouldn’t have to worry about that dwarven clan. I took care of any survivors.”

“But what if there were more that didn’t show up to the fight? Or if what happened in the gated community was true, those dwarves?”

“We can’t do everything for these people, Fiona, sometimes they are going to have to fend for themselves.”

“You try telling them that. By the way, why are you here anyway?”

“I need to visit a Bazaar to get more materials. I heard one was in Vegas to the West and figured I would stop by to say hi.”

“You should take Ska with you, while the Marshall appreciates his help, he isn’t very subtle.”

“I can imagine. Alright, I will wait here, send him my way. And thanks again for the help,” I added.

“Don’t mention it, it’s what friends are for.”

***

After Fiona left it was a few more hours before I spotted Ska racing toward me in the distance. I clapped the panting Grimalkin on the shoulder and we boarded the fortress to leave. But not before I had deployed one of the new stealth sensors. I had two dozen of the items manufactured and had been dropping them every hundred miles on my route west.

I wasn’t surprised when the devices were already picking up portal activations ahead and behind me. It seems the Stygian Order truly was keen on keeping an eye on my activities. There wasn’t much I could do about it at the moment. The detectors only told me people were teleporting in and out. I tried triangulating the locations back when I was in Saint June but didn’t have any luck. Either my devices weren’t up to snuff for detail like that or the magic made it hard to detect where the portals appeared. It was going to be an issue I needed to solve if I wanted a chance at capturing one of their agents.

Until I got concrete information on their headquarters or eyes on their people, I was unable to move forward with my plan to get rid of them. I would need Fiona’s help with this plan as well, so waiting until things settled down in Houston was probably a good idea.

The trip west was rather dull. I had no idea where Vegas was in relation to Houston, but even if the land between hadn’t been merged with another mass of land, it was going to take days to get there.

It was endless short hills dotted by scraggly trees and uninviting-looking grass, and that was just normal Texas vegetation. We were truly beyond the farthest reach of where the Marshall’s men had gone after a full day of travel. If I had to guess we were on the west side of Texas by this point. The weather didn’t improve much and only got hotter and drier. To the north was a sickly yellow haze that hung over bubbling pools of sulfur.

If we hadn’t been so far south I may have mistaken them for the ones in Yellowstone. But we were just crossing into New Mexico. The only reason I knew this is because we set down in an abandoned town near the border. The faded sign a few hundred feet down the road read “Welcome to New Mexico”

The first interesting landmark we came across was a massive sinkhole. It had to be close to a mile across and even in the noon-day sun I could not see the bottom due to the haze. Even staring into the depth, through the remote viewer, gave me the willies and we skirted around the strange new landmark.

About an hour after that we ended up running across Roswell. It was a bit funny to me how wrong we had gotten it. We did end up stopping in Roswell. Not to shop but to get food and maybe some directions. Turns out the people here had fared relatively well. I guess I shouldn’t be overly surprised, they were kind of used to weird shit. A few gave interested glances toward Ska, but he wasn’t the strangest creature around.

We walked past three humanoid armadillos as they lumbered down the street. The city even had a short but effective wall to keep predators at bay. The open stalls along the street showcased the remains of those creatures. Giant snake skins, colorful lizard pelts that seemed to scatter the light, and all sorts of other items I was unable to identify. Ska and I did stop at a food vendor and got some lizard meat. I got mine in a taco and Ska got his on a stick. It was quite good and the vendor seemed happy that we enjoyed his food.

After getting some water and dried food we headed out again. I was surprised at how open and friendly everyone in the town had been. It made me too wary to stay. Perhaps that’s just how they were but I didn’t want to find out the hard way that I had accidentally stayed in a town full of cannibals or some other such nonsense. Or maybe I was just too jaded by my experiences to believe people could just be happy.

From there I turned the fortress north-west. Since leaving Texas there had been few active settlements. With the loss of the ability to pump water, the desert had returned to take its place. If anything it was hotter than the great desert I had first fallen into in the South. The land wasn’t dead though. Creatures that could brave the harsh climate were plentiful in the area. And far more terrifying than before the System came to be.

I had thought the Sand Scorpion Matriarch was large but the group of scorpions I had spotted below were the size of a semi-truck. At first, I had mistaken the creatures for some weird desert art exhibit until one of them moved. I wanted to blast them with the mana cannons but I hadn’t gotten around to fixing them back into place yet. But those weren’t the only huge denizens of the desert. We came across a snake that was the length of a freight train and it had its coils wrapped around an eagle that was as large as the fortress. Whatever weird shit was going on in this section of the desert, we decided to leave it behind. I was thankful we had the cloak going for the fortress. One of these creatures would easily be able to take it down.
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                The rest of New Mexico was a boring wasteland, not improved one iota from its pre-System state. Just brown rock and sand as far as you could see. Most cities were dead husks, sand already beginning to cover over the remains. People were long gone, dead or scattered to easier climates, unable to survive after the luxuries of the modern world were gone. I wondered why anyone would ever want to live in such an inhospitable place. It did give me a newfound respect for early settlers and the harsh environment they dealt with just to survive day-to-day.

One of the instruments attached to the fortress was a thermometer and it read one hundred and twenty-two degrees. This trip would have been a death sentence if I hadn’t replaced the broken climate control units in the fortress. Even then they were running constantly just to keep Ska and me from sweating to death. Thermal insulation hadn’t been a big concern when I had created the fortress.

Crossing over the border into Arizona was like crossing into an alien world. It went from sand and baked ground to short but hardy grass that quickly turned into a lush landscape of verdant purple and blue. The temperature dropped as the environment changed as well, hovering at a comparatively mild ninety degrees. The reason for this change was quickly apparent as cool mist evaporated from the grass leaving a light haze in the sky that blocked out some of the harsh rays of the sun. This new area was also home to massive herds of grazing animals. If it wasn’t for the outworlders on strange mounts I might have mistaken the herds for wild beasts.

This was the first evidence of civilization since Roswell and I watched in curious fascination as the ranchers went about their duties. Eventually, we passed over a small village, nestled on a plateau that rose above the sea of grasses. It was still well below the cooling haze though, so life wasn’t as harsh as it could have been.

I was tempted to stop and see what was up, having spotted humans among the townsfolk, but decided against it as I wanted to try and arrive in Vegas before nightfall.

The next surprise on our journey was the Grand Canyon. I had been here once when I was younger, on a family vacation, but what greeted us was not what I remembered.

Even from miles out, I could tell something was different. The area sparkled and a kaleidoscope of colors seemed to radiate in waves from the distant canyon. It wasn’t until we got closer that I could see the entire canyon was now full of colorful crystals that reflected a rainbow of colors. It looked like a giant geode had been cracked open. It was beautiful and before I knew what I was doing, I steered the fortress toward the canyon. I should have suspected something was off when no portal signals had been detected within hundreds of miles as we got near the landmark.

I believe it was only a mix of my high Intelligence and Iron Mind title that allowed me to break free of the siren pull of that light. I immediately shut the remote viewer off and ran to stop Ska. In the short time I was out of it he had managed to unbuckle himself and rush down the hallway to the door, in an effort to get a closer look at the crystal. I ended up having to fight and subdue him to prevent him from opening the outer door and leaping to his death. It had been a near thing.

I ended up tying him to the chair in the command room and blindfolding him. I only risked short activations of the orb to orient the fortress and each time I felt the pull of the magic trying to suck me in again. I was forced to keep the orb off for six hours before I felt confident we left the Grand Canyon behind. Or should I call it the Crystal Canyon now?

With relief, the deadly landscape was far behind us and we hadn’t crashed. In better news, I spotted Vegas was on the horizon, it was easy to see. The lights of Sin City sparkled brightly across the lush landscape. I had never been to Vegas. Gambling had never been an interest to me and it had never been a family vacation spot back when I was younger.

It was a bit difficult to find a spot to land the fortress. I had expected to find dry dusty hills and sand everywhere which would have made hiding the fortress easy. Even the hills were now covered in the strange vegetation. In the end, I found an abandoned salvage yard with hills of broken metal and crushed cars easily tall enough to hide the fortress. I didn’t think anyone was still around as everything was overgrown and no lights were on despite the dark of night settling in.

Ska had finally woken back up and said his head was killing him. I used some healing and Cleanse on him and that seemed to help get rid of his hangover. I wanted to wait until morning to look around so I set the exits on lockdown to prevent Ska from slipping out in case he was lying to me, then I untied him and headed up to my room to sleep.

***

Morning came without issue and Ska remained asleep in his room, I made sure he was still there. It seems the effect of the crystal had truly worn off and I had worried for nothing.

The two of us made our way through town. Which turned out to be quite difficult once we got closer to the strip. The town was packed almost as densely as Houston, with people and merchants of all kinds of races. The casinos seemed to be thriving, having figured out how to exchange credits for casino chips.

There were even a few street brawls, which were quite violent when you added magic and skills to the mix. Large enforcers broke up any fights that got too close to the casinos or damaged too much property. While most people survived the impromptu battles, it seemed the town was a free-for-all and I could see the wide grin on Ska’s face.

“No!”

“I was just looking,” he growled in protest.

“Uh-huh… and how long to go from just looking to, well he started it, or that looked like fun. We’re not here to get in brawls on the street.”

Ska grumbled in dismay, twitching his tail back and forth in irritation.

I just shook my head.

We stopped at a stall to see if we could get some information. “Can you point me toward the Bazaar?”

“Sure, pal, but it won’t do ya any good,” the man stated with agitated certainty, “You must be new around here?”

“Yeah, we just got in last night.”

The man sniffed while wiping at his eyes, “well, a couple things you should know. Try not to piss anyone off, or you’re liable to end up in a fight before ya know it. Rules around here have become rather lax since the fall. As for the Bazaar, well, the only people that gain access to it are the casino owners or the champions. Everyone else is barred from entering, although people are allowed out.”

“I have seen some pretty high-level people come out of Bazaars, the city has enough people to enforce this?” I asked.

“More than enough, where do you think all the tournament champions go after they win? Casinos hire them for an insane amount of credits and treat them like royalty. Best stay out of their way if you see them coming, they are nothing but trouble.”

“Uh-huh, and how will I know one when I see one?”

He cackled, “Oh trust me, son, you will know. God damn crowds part like the Red Sea when they come strolling through town.”

“Thanks for the information, anything else I should know about?”

The man scratched his greasy hair and I swear I saw something drip into the food he was preparing. “If you’re leaving Sin City, steer clear of the east, specifically the Grand Canyon area although most people call it Dead Man’s Canyon now. Otherwise, the dream crystals will get you, then you’ll never come out.”

The man looked about shiftily before leaning forward and whispering to me, “if you’re looking for a fix though, I know a guy. Only a hundred credits, fresh from the canyon? Whadya say?”

“Um… no thanks, I’m good. How are people getting crystals from the canyon if it's so deadly?” I asked in confusion.

The man cackled again like I had said the funniest thing ever before sanity returned to his eyes. Eyes that looked slightly unfocused and glazed over. “At night stupid.”

I decided to leave the crazy vendor behind and pulled Ska along with. I saw him start to fidget when the man mentioned the crystals. As if I didn’t need another problem.

Ska seemed to settle as we made our way away from the stall and the greasy drug-addled vendor. We had to push our way through the mass of people but we were both quite a bit stronger than most people. We also looked a lot tougher and most people learned to avoid us as we just kept pushing forward.

That was until one group of people decided they weren’t having it and pushed back. It was like a match had been lit on dried grass soaked in gasoline. Ska exploded into an orgy of violence so quickly it surprised me and the group that thought to be rude.

These were not your average idiots though as they recovered quickly from Ska’s violent outburst. Ska had managed to wound three of the five men with one laying on the ground, already unconscious.

Spells, fists, and weapons began to fly and the crowd scattered away from the brutality of the fight. Ska continued his unchecked aggression as two of the men used small circle shields to block his blows. The sounds of tearing metal and a shower of sparks punctuated each of Ska’s lightning-fast strikes on the shields.

I mostly stood back and healed him, while keeping the other two busy with a few ranged spells. Nothing fancy, mostly I just used Arcane Bolt mixed with Earth Fist. I left my weapon stored in my ring, wanting to avoid displaying any secrets if at all possible.

The fight didn’t last more than a minute and Ska had managed to disable all five of the men. I made sure he didn’t kill anyone, despite the rudeness of it all.

I heard clapping coming from down the street and as the crazy vendor said, the crowd parted for a thin man that stood no more than five and a half feet tall but exuded a confidence that belied his stature. “Quite an impressive display of violence, have either of you thought about joining the tournament?”

The man’s name turned out to be Don Quixote Martinez. But everyone just called him The Don. His words, not mine. It turned out he was the first champion of the tournament. Something that Vegas held monthly.

“Three days of glorious no holds bar fighting,” The Don replied with a grin. “So what do you say?”

“Look, I appreciate the offer, but we’re not here to hurt or kill people,” I replied. I decided not to advertise the fact that I wanted to get access to the Bazaar.

“There are no worries about that, all fights are duels, It wouldn’t due to lose champions after every tournament.”

“I suppose that champion is always you?” I asked.

“If only that were the case. Alas, yours truly has only won one tournament. The real monster to watch out for is Hegar, he won the last three. But I think your friend there might be able to give him a run for his money,” Don said, gesturing toward Ska.

I didn’t have to think all that hard about his offer. We came all the way out here, it would be a waste to not at least try. It was a good thing, Don – because I wasn’t going to keep calling him The Don – approached us. It turns out you could only get into the tournament if you had an endorsement from someone. Usually, a casino, although, it wasn’t rare for other champions to endorse people they thought might be a challenge in the ring. I guess the whole idea made sense, if I was the champion, I would want to fight strong and interesting people too.
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                So that was how Ska and I ended up on the bracket for this tournament. It was the quickest and most legitimate way to gain entry to the Bazaar. There were a hundred spots and everyone was given a random placement. From what Don told me, there were three former champions in this round. He pointed out their names on the massive board.

“There is Hegar, looks like you and your friend lucked out, he is on the opposite bracket. Although, that means only one of you will be going to the end, assuming you got what it takes.”

I just shrugged and motioned for him to continue.

“Rasputin… yeah, he gave himself that name, is on your bracket. Dark magic mostly, although he can summon undead. It makes him a real pain to fight or most people, not that it helped him against Hegar. Then the last one is Natalia, or she likes to go by the name Mistress of Pain. Poisons and curses are her specialties. It seems she is also on your bracket and probably will be your first real challenge. She is a nasty piece of work and doesn’t like dirtying her hands, so she tends to work at range if she can help it.”

“You're not joining?”

“Don chuckled, “no, I have nothing more to prove, I won once, that was enough for me to get the life I wanted.”

“Ok, then why are you helping Ska and me?”

“Call it a petty bit of revenge. I want to knock Hegar down a peg or two. The man’s ego has become so inflated that he is impossible to deal with.”

“And I suppose betting on him to lose also couldn’t hurt?”

Don shrugged, “It is Vegas, bet away if you feel like it. The odds on you two are actually quite good.”

“I’ll think about it. When does this tournament start?”

“In a few days, just head toward the colosseum, it’s just outside of town, big ass marble monstrosity, ya can’t miss it. Just follow the crowds.”

I nodded, I had seen the building but hadn’t known what it was at the time. I mulled over placing a bet, I only had the five hundred credits, since I hadn’t sold any of the magic weapons I had crafted. Oh well, I guess I would see what my odds were.

My odds were quite generous, twenty-five to one. I thought that was a bit low before I remembered my level displayed eighteen. While I doubt it was the highest in the tournament, it was quite the achievement to break fifteen. Ska had worse odds, his were only eighteen to one. I chalked that up to someone witnessing his fight and checking his level.

Of course, I bet on myself, Sorry, Ska, but I wanted to win.

***

The first day of the tournament started around noon. Ska was up before me so I got to watch a few fights before it was my turn. It gave me a general idea of the capabilities and levels of my opponents. And I was using Identify on everyone, with the upgrade nobody noticed my snooping. Not that I cared if they did. Fighting in the waiting area was against the tournament rules.

Ska’s opponent was a ranged fighter. He was quick and his magical spear was a devastating weapon as he could throw it and have it return to his hand in an instant. And against a slower opponent, it might have made a difference. Ska just weaved past a flurry of throws to close the distance, forcing the man to fight in close. This is where the man struggled as his skill set didn’t lend itself well to melee combat.

Ska dove under a clumsy strike and managed to get behind the man. I knew the fight was over but the man still had one card to pull as he activated a lightning mantle ability, coating himself in crackling bolts of energy. This didn’t discourage Ska as he pounced on the man’s back and carried him to the ground, Ska’s bracers absorbed the attack long enough for Ska to savage the man’s back and spine. It was one of Ska’s favorite moves and was how he managed to beat me that one time.

The duel ended and the man’s injuries were healed to the roar of the crowd. The man looked terrified as he picked up his spear and ran out of the arena. My guess was he had never faced a non-human opponent before. And while not excluded from the tournament they were rare, with only three in total.

***

The other matches I got to watch were nothing special, and I didn’t get to see any of the former champions fight before I was called up. My opponent was a tall woman that wore armor that seemed a size too small for her as her muscles bulged out of armholes. She was carrying a large axe with a crescent moon head on it. Identify showed that she was level sixteen and her class was Barbarian.

I had decided to leave my staff in my ring for the tournament. My second class gave me hand-to-hand skills and I wanted to see how they stacked up. I wasn’t too worried about losing my first match.

We circled each other getting a measure of the opponent before she screamed a battle cry and charged in. A wave of red swept in front of the swipe of her axe. I had decided beforehand to not use Sunder Skill in this tournament either. I didn’t want people left alive that knew what I was capable of.

With a word a wall of stone shot out of the ground intercepting the red energy of her attack. When it connected, the skill exploded, filling the air between us with a haze of dust. I fired three Arcane Bolts into the dust, using Multicast. She was able to dodge the first bolt but not the follow-up shots.

I heard her grunt as the magic tore away chunks of her leather armor. But she seemed mostly unfazed by my attack. Her axe swung for my neck and I ducked back from the strike letting it pass before quickly stepping in and grabbing the haft of her axe, stopping it cold. Then I did a spin kick, landing a blow across her shoulder. It would have been her head but she had reacted quickly enough and raised her shoulder to block the attempt.

I somersaulted back as she tried to grab me, releasing her axe and taking a fighting stance. She didn’t look quite as confident now and my kick had done some serious damage to her shoulder. But that only seemed to increase her stats as she grew another six inches and what looked like a hundred pounds of muscle. She let out a scream so loud my eardrums ruptured. I stumbled back a bit as the disorientation hit me and she rushed in to try and capitalize on her attack.

I decided to use a spell I hadn’t given much use to. A tiny goat appeared right in front of the woman and she tripped as her foot landed atop the poor beast, squashing it as it bleated out in pain. I recovered enough to cast Frostwave on the prone woman, ending the match. I wanted people to think I was mainly a caster and hand-to-hand fighter. The woman had been decent and the shout had surprised me but she lacked the depth of abilities I possessed. I hadn’t even used any of my real nasty abilities in the fight.

I got to watch a few more fights after mine. One involved a fencer that put the skills Randy Cotton showcased to shame. She was quick on her feet and wove around her opponent while jabbing out with lightning-quick strikes. But she turned out to be very weak. Her opponent managed to back her into the corner of the arena, where his strength quickly overwhelmed hers.

The next fight I watched was between Natalia, one of the previous champions, and a druid of some sort. The fight was extremely one-sided with Natalia’s magic causing all of the druid's abilities to wither and die before they could even reach her. It must have been some sort of area effect she produced. It was one of the most boring matches I had seen so far. The Druid just kept throwing spell after spell at her while the former champion slowly closed the distance. After that her win was inevitable.

I was curious about how she fought because she was likely going to be my opponent in a few rounds.

The big upset turned out to be Rasputin getting his ass handed to him by a Templar. Sometimes the matchup and win were due to pure luck. The rest of the first round was uneventful for our ladder. We didn’t get to watch the other ladder as it was held on the other side of a partition. I guess it was meant to keep the final match as interesting as possible. Since contestants weren’t allowed visitors it kept them from learning the tricks of the other finalist.

Ska’s next round was against the Templar. The fight started with Ska rushing in and trying to find a weak spot on the armored man. But the man had decent skill with his blade and shield, managing to shield bash Ska. Ska reeled from the hit and the man charged thinking he was open, only for Ska to leap over the slash and cut a deep gash along the man’s arm with his magically enhanced claws.

The Templar recoiled behind his shield and tried casting a healing spell but Ska didn’t let up. He pivoted and dove into the Templar’s blind spot to tear a chunk out of the man’s leg while activating his Debilitating Strike.

The Templar screamed in pain as he toppled over, his spell disrupted and his back exposed. After that, it didn’t take long for Ska to pick him apart. The man’s swings were slow due to his arm injury and he couldn’t move far due to the leg on the opposite side. I clapped as the match ended, happy that Ska had learned most of these underhanded tactics from fighting with me.

My turn came again and I was pitted against the warrior that took down that promising swordswoman. Identify told me my opponent was a level seventeen Coureur-de-bois. I had no idea what that meant but I assumed it was French.

The man was wearing furs and dried pelts and wielded a club with short metal spikes on the end of it. The man looked wild; like someone had dragged him out of a wolf's den and he gave off a similar aura of barely controlled violence.

He slowly spun his mace as we circled each other. My decision to not use my staff and not show some of my main skills limited me quite a bit, but it also gave me the opportunity to test myself. I intended to win but I didn’t want that win to cost me too much in the way of secrets. I assumed the Stygian Order was keeping a close eye on me and this tournament in general and didn’t want them learning more about me.

The other man made the first move, tossing a small ball at me with impressive speed. I ducked out of the way, suppressing the urge to slap it aside. Turned out that was the right move as the item landed behind me and burst into a fine mist. I didn’t stick around to find out what that mist did as I rushed the club-wielding man.

The man was already swinging his wicked-looking weapon but I punched forward, releasing a Shockwave right at the surprised man’s groin. There was a high-pitched scream as my attack connected and my speed shot up as I shot into his torso activating Flurry. The man had no time to recover from the stunning effect of my Shockwave and Flurry was ridiculous with my high stats, dealing enough damage to end the match. The crowd was giving me mixed reviews, most seemed to be booing me but I didn’t care.

I went over to try and help the man up but he slapped my hand away and without warning swung his club at my face. I turned my head, managing to avoid a fatal blow but I still staggered back as the attack had torn my cheek open. The duel had ended so this man had just attempted to kill me.

Rage boiled out hot and violent as I reacted before thinking. I shot toward him with Unstoppable Force and Charge. He managed to slam his mace into my shoulder but the damage was absorbed by Unstoppable Force. I didn’t give the man another chance to strike me. My fist connected with his face just after I activated Godly Might. Somehow the man prevented his head from exploding like a watermelon, but he flew across the arena and slammed into the wall on the far side. Not against the wall, actually into the wall as all of my kinetic force amplified the impact of my attack.

I heard a horn being blown as men entered the arena to check on him. One of the men ran over to me, arms raised, and apologized for the actions of the other fighter. I had to breathe deeply to get the rage under control. He asked that I let them settle the matter and I grunted, healing my wounded face as I stalked back out of the arena while everyone gave me a wide berth.

Not the smartest thing I could have done in that situation but that man needed a lesson in manners. Someone else may have died to that cheap blow.

The crowd didn’t seem to care all that much, their boos had turned into loud cheering at the bloodshed. The whole incident soured my mood. The people in the stands would never risk their skin but they were fine with other people fighting to the death in front of them. It made me realize civilization hadn’t come far since the time of old Rome and the gladiatorial games there.
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                After that unprovoked attempt at my life, my interest in watching the matches waned. If it wasn’t for the fact that I was sequestered in with the other participants I may have just said screw it and walked out. I was fine with testing myself against the people with a duel, but I wasn’t here to fight to the death. Earning access to the Bazaar wasn’t worth that much in my opinion. I had other places I could access if I needed to.

***

“Well… looks like that moron Henrich nearly died,” The Don stated dismissively.

“Yes, the man was always a bit of a hothead, but to try and kill someone after he lost is truly low. We will have to get rid of him, can’t go having people like that ruining our tournaments.”

The Don nodded, “want me to take care of it now or after?”

Charles Lemont rubbed his chin in thought. “Go deal with it now, he is still injured and will make less of a fuss.”

The Don nodded and was about to leave before his boss spoke up.

“The two fighters you brought in are quite something. Let's hope they make it to the end.”

“You know me, Boss, only the best.”

Charles let out a quiet chuckle from his private booth overlooking both arenas. The Don was a decent fighter but he truly excelled at picking talent and getting rid of problems. Three of the arena Champions had been picked by him. It was irksome though that Hegar had taken their generous offer of employment and spit in their face by turning it down. Now the conceited man worked for a rival casino.

There was no love lost between the casinos. If anything the animosity had only increased since the fall. Old grudges had almost broken the town apart but the real trouble makers had been dealt with and the most important thing was money still flowed in. There were still minor attacks but with no police to interfere, they happened quietly and out of sight of the general populace. Or if that couldn’t happen, they occurred as a random street fight. Nobody asked a question then.

Charles was more worried about the dream crystal influx. Drugs were fine and it wouldn’t be Sin City without them but once people even saw the reflected light of a crystal it was game over for them. Very few had the mental strength to fight against the compulsion to stare at the crystal. Even he wasn’t immune to the effect.

Charles would know, he had crystal rooms available for customers. For a hundred credits an hour, you could indulge yourself to your heart's content. The rooms were almost always booked by ten or more at a time showing just how profitable that enterprise was. It was turning into a major income earner. But the crystals had to be replaced daily as extended use would cause them to crumble to useless dust. That meant hiring people to mine the crystals at night.

It was a relatively safe profession if you got out before the sun came up and you didn’t run into the nasty creatures that now called the Canyon home.

His worry was more the illicit trade. It would only take one idiot dropping a crystal in the street during the day to cause a stampede just to get close to it. Charles was more surprised that it hadn’t happened yet but the casinos dealt with any traffickers harshly when they were caught.

***

The rest of the second round was filled with some pretty intense matches. Most of the lackluster fighters had been weeded out in the first round. I watched one match where a man carrying two wicked-looking curved daggers just walked up to his opponent and sliced him apart without the other man putting up a fight. The man looked familiar but I couldn’t quite put my finger on where I had seen him before.

Whatever ability that the dagger-wielding man had used wasn’t visible to anyone outside of his fight. I assumed it was some targeted ability. The only clue was the man’s whistling tune as he approached the unaware opponent.

Another fight I watched was between a massive man that stood almost seven feet tall and carried a Warhammer that looked more like a massive sledgehammer. The head on the weapon was easily a foot around and two feet long, yet the man maneuvered it as it weighed no more than a few pounds. And he used the weapon to devastating effect, forcing his spear-wielding opponent back with each swing.

The spearman wasn’t a pushover though, managing to sneak his razor-tipped weapon into openings to slice at his opponent. The fight was one of the closest matches I had witnessed and it ended in spectacular fashion as the giant clipped the spear-wielder on the shoulder with a strike of the hammer. If it weren’t for the magical rules enforced by duels the man would have lost his arm and a good chunk of his torso just from a glancing blow.

Both seemed spent by the end of that round and I noted that I could wear the giant down if I got paired against him.

The last match of the second round was between a mage and a stealth-based class. Immediately the man vanished in a puff of smoke, leaving the wary mage to cast a barrier, while he readied another spell to take advantage of when the man reappeared. Something tinked against the mage's barrier, causing him to spin around and unleash his spell. The noise had been a feint though as the rogue plastered the opposite side of the barrier with strips of paper that I recognized as talismans of some sort.

The mage quickly realized his error and turned back around just in time to see the other fighter stepping through a hole created by the talismans. The mage was able to fire off a few minor spells but it was too late as the rogue was already too close. It didn’t take long for the man to cut apart the mage after that, taking only minor damage from the spells.

The third round got a reshuffle, mainly because they didn’t want one person getting a bye all the way to the end. Ska got the bye for the third round and he wasn’t too happy about missing out on the opportunity for another fight.

With the reshuffle, I was placed up against Natalia, turns out her class was called Princess of Corruption and she was level nineteen. It was the highest class I had witnessed in the tournament so far. Getting close would probably not be in my interest as I watched her from across the ring. I knew she was rather slow when using her aura so I used that to my advantage, easily outpacing her as I fired Arcane Bolts at her.

She had a shield that absorbed the bolts but that was fine, I was only using them to wear her down. When the shield finally fell, she was forced to turn off her aura, in order to avoid my attacks. Even then she wasn’t all that fast on her feet and I used the opportunity to test something. I Overcharged Orb of Darkness and left it floating in the air as I rushed away. She avoided the obvious trap by skirting around and coming after me. As soon as the spell was out of her line of sight I commanded it to fly at her.

Once the spell movement was activated, I couldn’t change its direction but it didn’t matter I had estimated her position accurately and the ball smashed against her back, sending her stumbling forward.

Curse of Sloth applied target suffers -4 agility due to overcharge

I could hear the woman curse as she slowly got to her feet. If I had to guess, her agility was now below ten. From then it was easy as I pelted her with ranged spells while dodging the few she threw my way. I could have ended the round by using Energy Lance or Annihilator Sphere but I chose not to play those cards.

She did manage to hit me once with a green-ray that made me feel sick to my stomach. It bypassed my armor shield but the inherent magic resistance of my armor absorbed most of the spell. It was probably good that it had, if not I would probably be doubled over, unable to keep the contents of my stomach in.

She wasn’t too happy about losing but at least she shook my hand.

“It’s been some time since I have been beaten so thoroughly. Maybe you have what it takes to knock Hegar off his pedestal?” she said with a wink.

She was an attractive woman, but she gave off the feeling of a spider, waiting to pounce on unsuspecting prey and I shuddered at the implied wink.

The third round ended day one of the tournament and the participants were allowed to return to private rooms for the evening. Only fourteen participants remained out of the original one hundred. You were allowed to mingle with the other participants if you chose to do so but most kept to their quarters. Ska did come over to grumble about missing out on a fight. I would have offered to spar with him, but any fighting outside of the arena was prohibited, or you would be disqualified.

I did use the time to inspect his claws and fix any damage to the runes that had occurred. It was something that needed to be done about once a month but if there was a large amount of fighting, I did it more often.

Ska fell asleep while I was working and I was tempted to slap him awake and send him back to his room but I left him to sleep. I wasn’t able to sleep anyway, seeing as I was in an unfamiliar room surrounded by potentially deadly people.

***

The night was uneventful and at one point I had actually fallen asleep. It was only for an hour but I felt rested enough, seeing as I didn’t need much sleep anymore thanks to my high Endurance.

The casinos were pulling out all the best to wine and dine the remaining contestants. It made sense, considering the strength of the remaining people. I indulged in the delicious food but decided to steer clear of the alcohol. Not that I couldn’t drink an entire bottle of wine and not feel even slightly buzzed, but best to avoid the possibility.

I only ate a minimal breakfast. I didn’t want an entire stomach full of food only to throw it up mid-fight if I got hit in the gut.

The fourth round saw a change in the layout of the arena. Gone were the two open areas covered in a layer of sand. Now both arenas had been combined and all kinds of obstacles from stone towers to rock arches and even a broken down two-story building dominated the area. The sand was mostly replaced by dirt, grass, and rock. And in the center was a small pond.

“Well that’s new,” one of the remaining contestants mumbled.

A PA system crackled to life as the announcer spoke. “Welcome to the ninth Tournament of Champions! This month we bring you many new faces as well as some celebrated contenders and even the current Champion Hegar!”

The crowd roared in approval as the champion's name was called.

“For this month we have decided to change up the arena for the final matches. As you can see below the terrain is diverse, allowing for the contestants to utilize whatever they see to their advantage! In order to spectate all of the action, we have managed to restore a number of cameras as well as the jumbo screens!”

The crowd roared again as four massive screens unfolded from the tall roof.

“We expect this month's tournament to be spectacular. Our sponsors would like to remind you to please enjoy the show! Without further ado, let the first match BEGIN!”

While I was able to watch the screens fold down the displays were not visible from our location within the exterior of the arena. It also made it nearly impossible to see the fights anymore due to the obstructions.

The promoters definitely knew what they were doing. Hyping up the show while also making it more unpredictable. The remaining contestants were also ushered into private waiting areas. So you didn’t even know where they would come out from. Sure it gave the stealthy types a considerable advantage, but that was fine. I had a few advantages of my own to employ.

I was only able to follow the first fight by tracking the sounds of combat and explosions of magic. Going by the cheers of the crowd it was a wild match.

There was no announcement of who won the first match but I could tell by the chanting who was up next.

“Hegar!”

“Hegar!”

“HEGAR!”

It just kept increasing in volume until it drowned out any other noise. That was until there was a deafening boom followed by a ton of debris falling from the sky.

There was no doubt who won that match, and it had been a quick one. The crowd continued their chant for Hegar.
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                Ska ignored the noise from the mass of people as he flitted through the trees and tall grass that had replaced the open sand from the previous day. This was his element and he already knew where his opponent was thanks to Hunter’s Scent.

The mage was sitting in the center of a burned-out ring of grass with short flames surrounding him as he was preparing a spell. Ska growled quietly in annoyance as a portal opened and a fire elemental stepped through.

Fire was not Ska’s favorite thing to deal with. Looking around he spotted a fist-sized rock. He picked it up testing the weight before he hurled it with impressive speed and accuracy at the back of the mage’s head. The flame circle flared up to intercept the attack but the rock didn’t care. It flew through the barrier, clipping the mage on the ear as he turned to see what the barrier had intercepted.

Ska could see blood pour from the wound before he dashed back into the forest, the elemental hot on his trail.

It was foolish for the mage to assign his elemental to track Ska down. He simply circled around and repeated the process, hitting the man in the leg with another rock.

The third attempt was a failure as the man dived aside and threw a fireball at where the rock had come from. But Ska was already gone. Eventually, the man's rings of fire faded away and he was forced to look for another place to hide while his elemental persued Ska. The elemental was quick but Ska was quicker, easily outpacing the summoned creature and blindsiding the surprised mage. A wave of fire scorched Ska as he Leaped toward his target but he didn’t let the pain stop him as his bulk knocked the man to the ground while Ska savaged him.

***

“Hmm, that just might have been the most savage fight I have seen yet. And the speed of this outworlder is beyond impressive,” Charles Lemont remarked.

“Yeah, it goes beyond what I witnessed on the street a few days ago. I hate to admit it but I think he is quite a bit faster than I am,” The Don grumped.

“Oh, tier two then? We will watch him with interest. How about the other man?”

The Don shrugged. “Mildy impressive, but I feel he is hiding most of his strength. You saw what he did to Henrich. I haven’t seen him let loose on anyone like that. And he toyed with Natalia, making it an easy win for him.”

“It does seem that way. It's too bad only one will have a chance at Hegar, assuming they can make it through the next rounds.”

***

I did get to see flashes of Ska’s battle, too bad outside buffs weren’t allowed, so Ska was a bit slower than usual. Still, it didn’t seem to matter much as I caught him taking down the mage in an open rocky area, visible from my vantage. Ska was even more vicious than I had remembered. His work with the Marshall had definitely helped him grow as a combatant.

There was one more match between an ice mage and a beast summoner before I was up. I only knew this due to the chill that permeated the air and the cry of animals as they raced around the arena trying to kill their target.

Then my time came. My gate swung open and I rushed out, checking the nearby entryways. All were closed, so my target was not among them.

I used my mobility to quickly cross the arena and climbed the broken building in the center. I scanned around but was unable to locate my target. I could certainly cheat and use Reaper as I had seen the faces of all the contestants, but I chose not to. I did activate my tattoo though and spotted a flash of movement racing up the building toward me. It was the stealth user that had penetrated the mage's shield with talismans.

I pretended to not see the fighter as I readied a spell. He landed on top of the wall and jumped toward me. I tipped back off the wall and released Boiling Oil right at the man’s face. He was quick though, ducking to the side and only getting hit by part of the attack on his shoulder. I heard him hiss in pain as my wings sprouted from my back, slowing my descent and allowing me to fire off an Arcane Bolt.

The bolt wasn’t aimed at the man, but the broken wall he had been standing on. It gave way, causing the man to go tumbling off the building.

The man rolled with the fall but he was slow to get up as I landed near him. I didn’t give him time to disappear as I struck with a sweeping kick. I felt a sharp pain as the man grunted from my attack. Blood soaked my leg where he had stabbed down with his dagger moments before my attack landed.

I stumbled back a bit while using Rejuvenate to heal the wound. The man used my injury to disappear from view. I scanned the area around me and spotted him running off into a cluster of rocky towers. I knew what he was doing, he was going to use the tight confines to get the drop on me.

It might work against most people but as I neared, I used Disruption to topple the pillars in front of me. It didn’t take long for the man to realize his gambit failed as he shot toward me from on top of one of the stone pillars.

I lifted my arm to block the dual overhand strike. There was a clank as his blades skittered off my fake arm, surprising the man. I quickly followed up with an elbow to the man’s face, breaking his nose and causing him to stumble back. His face was already rotting away from Corrupting Touch. But the man was tenacious, fighting off the pain and trying to cut me open like a fish. Clinging Spray put an end to his ability to escape and I finished the fight off with an Overcharged Frostwave.

The man was still shivering as he shook my hand. “Goo- Good M- Match.”

I had been prepared for another betrayal – a sad fact of my life – but the man seemed genuinely happy he lost.

I didn’t get to witness much of the final matches of the fourth round. Most happened near the opposite end of the arena and there were just too many obstacles blocking my view.

That left eight people for the fifth round. Both Ska and I were among the eight, giving us a decent shot at taking the tournament thanks to us not being paired against each other. Other than Hegar, I had no clue who else had moved to the next round.

There was a short intermission where the contestants could drink, eat or use the facilities. When a bell dinged I heard my name called. It seems I was the first match in round five.

My opponent was a woman wearing dark blue robes that trailed a mist of freezing air behind her.

‘So she had beaten the beastmaster.’

The woman slowly approached and anything within ten feet of her froze solid. The sound of ice cracking made my hairs stand on end but it was the dozens of ice spears hovering around her that made me anxious yet curious at the same time.

I fired off a few spells to test her defenses as I avoided the icy missiles as they cracked through the air leaving a trail of frost.

I couldn’t even get close enough to use Identify to see what class or level she was. She was excellent at controlling the space around her as shields of ice formed, intercepting my attacks. She was also tossing out snowballs that grew sharp icy spines. The balls of snow and ice flew around and tracked my movement.

I had to keep on the move to avoid the snowballs. When they got close, they exploded into a shower of icy projectiles. It was no wonder the beastmaster lost. I tried my orb of darkness trick but she must have seen that fight because a spear of ice shot through it, causing it to pop. The only thing keeping her attacks at bay was my fists, now imbued with Earth and Fire. I wouldn’t be able to keep that up long though as I could feel it taking a toll on my body.

Had I figured out a way to enhance my body I might have been able to keep the Imbuement going. But I still hadn’t made much headway on that experimentation. After only a few minutes I was forced to cancel the spells and allow my hands to return to normal.

I would like to say I thought of a way to counter my opponent but without pulling out some of my hidden aces it wasn’t going to happen. I did use my speed and spells to rush in and attack her but she had been ready for that. Her entire form was coated in a thick layer of ice as my fist smashed into it, sending a spiderweb of cracks across the surface but leaving her unharmed.

When I tried to retreat I found my feet frozen to the ground. I struggled against the growing ice, managing to free one foot before I was hit by three spears of ice. The first one shattered the shield on my armor and the other two speared me like a fish. Just like that, the fight was over, I had lost. There hadn’t even been enough time to heal the damage.

I wasn’t too mad about losing, disappointed maybe but not mad. After seeing some of the fights I knew I wasn’t the best fighter here. It would be nice if Ska went all the way but I didn’t think he had any counter to the ice woman. I did get her level and class though.

Tatiana | Frost Maiden/Winter’s Heart | 20/12

Her level was one of the highest I had seen and so far the first in the tournament that I knew of to hit level twenty. She had elected to specialize in cold magic and it worked well for her. I had no doubt that her Intelligence stat rivaled mine and she made exquisite use of her spells. She wouldn’t fare well against someone like Jamal Redford the Magmamancer if he were still around, but anyone without sufficient heat or the ability to counter her ice, and she was pretty much assured to win.

Even my overbearing stats were no match for her after she took away my biggest advantage, mobility, and speed. After that, it was easy for her.

I gave her a toothy smile as I walked up and shook her hand. “That was a fun match, thank you.”

She smiled demurely, “it would have been more fun had you not held back. A pity, perhaps some other time you will show me your true strength?”

I coughed sheepishly as she released my hand and walked away.

Despite my loss, I walked away happy. If I had really pushed myself I probably could have beaten her. All I needed to do was surround her in magma or use some of my more powerful abilities like Energy Lance, Annihilator Sphere, or my mana cannon hand. But I didn’t feel the risk of exposing those abilities was worth the reward. I would talk with Don after the tournament to see if I could swing another way into the Bazaar. If not I would figure something out.

Ska’s match did not go in his favor either. He was up against that strange man that froze his opponents and simply walked up to them for the kill. Unfortunately, I got to watch the whole confrontation as it was near my room.

David Blaine | Mentalist/Illusionist | 20/10

…Well, I wasn’t expecting to see the world-renowned former magician in a tournament. He looked completely different. I guess the fall of civilization had been hard on him but it looked like he had found his niche. Ska was powerless against the man’s manipulations and it was mostly a repeat of what Mr. Blaine’s previous fights had been like.

I felt bad for Ska, he loathed fights like this. But it was a reality he needed to face. I would have probably faired slightly better with my high Intelligence and Iron Mind title, but Ska only had the title and I knew his Intelligence stat was not something he put a lot of emphasis on. Had we known what we were up against, we could have prepared, but I guess that was the whole point.

The sixth round saw another change in the arena layout. Gone were most of the obstacles, allowing for a clear view again. There were still a few smaller obstacles though, allowing for places to avoid detection or remain out of sight.

Tatiana and Mr. Blaine gave one hell of a performance. Tornadoes of ice and snow ripped through the arena while Mr. Blaine would shimmer out of view only to appear somewhere else and fire off some weird reality-warping wave.

I didn’t think he was teleporting around, but I could be wrong. It was no surprise that Tatiana had been immune to his opening move. Mr. Blaine didn’t seem too concerned about it at first.

As the fight dragged on, Tatiana pressed the man, firing spear after spear of icy death at the projections that appeared around the arena. She wasn’t doing this all willy nilly though. With each attack, the arena grew colder and her domain spread. Soon she finally caught Mr. Blaine inside her aura and similar to what happened with me, he was stuck. He flailed about, warping the surroundings and causing the missiles to miss him, but that was only a stopgap measure. She turned him into a pincushion after he finally ran out of mana.

I had to clap, it was an impressive match between the two of them. I could tell they hammed it up a bit for the crowd though. I assumed Tatiana had been a Vegas performer prior to the System similar to Mr. Blaine.

            

    
        Chapter 151: Tournament part 4

    
    
    
    
                Even before I could see the contestants, I could hear the stomping and chanting of the crowd. It appeared Hegar the champion had made it to the Semi-Finals, it was also my first chance to see the figure.

Out of one side of the arena stepped a comparatively short man. Maybe a head shorter than I was. What he lacked in height he made up for in girth. The man was like a solid slab of muscle. His bulging arms poked through the sides of his breastplate, being the only part of him unarmored. From head to toe, he was festooned in full enchanted plate mail. It was colored a macabre dark red but seemed to glow with power. At least I hoped it was paint and not blood. Going by the dull grey scratches that cut through the paint I assumed it was mithril.

His opponent turned out to be the large man with the massive hammer, and while he didn’t get as many cheers as the champion did, he got a fair share.

The fight was a clash of monsters as both men charged in and just started swinging. Hegar with a Zweihander and the other man with his hammer.

Blood flowed as the men pounded on each other with zeal, neither one seeming like they wanted to block the attacks. I understood why Hegar refused to do so only a short time after the fight began. A rest mist swirled around the man seeping into his body and causing his already ridiculous muscles to swell even larger.

The giant of a man, not to be outdone, used an ability that caused him to grow another foot of height. I couldn’t even hear the clashing of the weapons as the crowd was roaring so loud it drowned out everything else.

I thought the fight would have gone on this way forever but the giant’s ability ran out and he shrunk back to his normal monstrous size of seven feet. Hegar didn’t even appear winded as he pushed his new advantage, forcing the man slowly back.

I finally got a chance to use Identify on Hegar as their battle pushed its way toward me.

Hegar | Blood Knight/Sanguine Juggernaut | 20/5

He wasn’t as high of a level as Tatiana, but he had also specialized. And while hers was aimed toward magic, it seemed Hegar had built himself around the ability to take damage and endure. It was obvious the two classes he had picked worked well together. I also shivered involuntarily, remembering the last juggernaut I fought, Obidiah Kooth. That man had been terrifyingly powerful for his level, although, watching Hegar, I doubt Obidiah would have beaten him.

Obidiah had gone for early power by dual classing, meaning his later leveling would have been problematic at best.

Hegar kept forcing the other man back until he ran up against an obstacle and stumbled. That was when Hegar made his move. All of the blood that had been floating around Hegar congealed along his blade and gleamed with malicious intent in the lights of the arena. With a bestial yell, Hegar swung the blade that was now three times its original length, straight through the other man’s weapon without it being slowed in the slightest. Had it not been a duel, the man would have been cut in half, from his shoulder across through his pelvis on the other side. Even the pillar behind the man had been cleaved through. I did note that the more material the blood weapon passed through, the shorter it got but that hardly mattered as the fight came to a close, with Hegar easily beating his opponent to go to the finals.

***

A squeaky door opened onto a flat roof filled with air conditioners and ventilation units. The group of men quickly made their way across the roof to the abandoned helicopter pad. It had taken a considerable amount of time, effort, and lives to secure this opportunity and they would not squander it.

“Prepare the hot air balloon and be quick about it,” their leader hissed.

All of the men had abandoned their disguises and now proudly wore their garments. A white tabard decorated with a setting sun. It was a fitting icon for the fall of man and their righteous purpose in this world. As the balloon filled they could hear the cheers of the crowd in the distance. The semi-finals had begun and they needed to hurry.

“Goggles on and prepare the crystal.”

Each member donned special goggles that were specifically built to nullify the effects of the dream crystals. They weren’t the only members of the Sons of Autumn in this cesspool of humanity, but if God willed it, they would be the last survivors. The leader ejected a massive ten-foot crystal from his storage ring. The dream crystals were deceptively light and easy to spot by the rainbow emanations they let off. This was why this one has a tarp wrapped around it to keep any sunlight from activating it just yet.

The hot air balloon was nearly ready and props had been attached to it to help steer it properly. It was more a dirigible at this point than a balloon, not that the acolytes cared for the difference. They hooked the sturdy chain to the bottom of the balloon and double-checked that everything was in place.

The senior acolyte saluted them with a fist over his heart. “Go quickly now and prepare to cull the city.”

“Yes, Senior,” they responded in unison, slapping their fists to their chests as one before they turned and headed back to the casino’s top floor.

The senior acolyte undid the tarp from around the crystal and it immediately began spewing its bewitching light across the roof. A smaller crystal would have been easier to acquire but they turned to dust after usually a day of constant use by only ten people. It was a quirk of the crystals, the more people that viewed the light the quicker the crystals faded. Calculations had determined this massive crystal should be able to enrapture ten thousand souls for twelve hours. At twenty thousand souls, it would last for only seven hours. The Sons of Autumn only needed it to last an hour, during that time their members would butcher anyone caught in the effect. It would be a glorious day for their cause.

The senior acolyte jumped aboard the basket and cut the ropes that held it to the roof. After severing a few bags of sand the basket lifted off the ground and began to lift the crystal.

He heard some shouting coming from the doorway as some of the casino’s hired goons burst out on the roof. The senior acolyte smiled as their faces went slack and they rushed to get close to the light of the crystal. The crystal lifted out of their reach but they still followed along like lemmings as the balloon soared past the roof. Each man fell off the roof without a peep, only trying to rotate their bodies to continue staring at the light.

Their deaths had an unintended advantage as people on the ground looked up with curiosity, only to be sucked into the same fate. The senior acolyte smiled as he steered the ballon toward the colosseum.

***

I watched as the two finalists faced off from across the arena. I got a distinct impression that the two knew each other. You usually didn’t get that sort of look from a woman unless you personally offended her.

Tatiana had fewer floating spears of ice this time around, I assumed it had to do with the lack of water but that didn’t seem to hamper her much as I spotted snow falling around her. I realized she was condensing water directly out of the air to power her magic.

Hegar wasn’t idle though as he stomped forward, cutting large gashes across his arms. The bloodletting seemed to power his attacks as his blood floated around him in a haze, waiting to be called upon. Seeing as how Tatiana wasn’t attacking him with her ice spears it made sense that he would have to use his own blood to power the attacks.

As Hegar neared Tatiana, I could see his mist of blood start to freeze and fall to the ground. He used some ability to counteract this as steam rose from his body, keeping the area within a foot of him free of ice. Then his sword clashed with Tatiana’s ice shield with a titanic crack.

The snow around him was whipped away by the force of the blow but Tatiana remained where she was as more snow started to pile up. Even from where I watched, I could hear the grunt of annoyance from Hegar as he slammed his sword against the ice barrier again and again.

The wall cracked with each blow but Tatiana filled in the cracks with the falling snow to reinforce it.

She tried to capture Hegar the same way she dealt with me but whatever ability he was using to stave off the cold prevented the ice from forming fast enough to trap him. It did keep him moving though, so he was aware of the danger of being caught.

Tatiana didn’t use any attacks against Hegar that broke the skin or drew blood. It made sense that she didn’t want to empower him any more than he already was, but it was still going to be a struggle to take him down without slicing him apart. But she was patient and her aura only grew as she chilled the area around her, causing more and more snow to fall. Hegar wasn’t out yet though. He let out a bestial scream that caused a shockwave to knock away all of the snow around him and actually managed to stagger Tatiana for a moment. I could see the gleam in his eye as he was about to go in for the kill before a horn from above pierced through the roars of the crowd. Everything paused as the collective looked up.

I looked up as well, curious as to what caused the sound, only to stare in horror at what was floating over the stadium.

A hot air balloon towing a giant dream crystal below it floated lazily over, and nobody was spared from its effect, even me. I could feel the tug on my mind and through sheer will, I managed to close my eyes long enough to break the line of sight with the crystal.

Congratulations you have broken free of the dream! New title acquired Awoken

Awoken: You are no longer influenced by the dream. A wise man knows when to dream and when to take action! Wisdom +1

I shook my head as my thoughts were still foggy. It took me a minute to recover from the short exposure to the bewitching light of the crystal. With trepidation, I looked again. I still saw pretty lights, but it no longer held any sway over me. The only other person I saw that was partially unaffected was Tatiana. I say partially because she had reacted quickly enough to encase herself in her ice prison. Everyone else in the arena was tripping over each other to try to get closer to the light. Some had already fallen to the arena floor. Some had not survived that drop.

I needed to do something about this threat but my cell was magically locked to keep former contestants from interfering with the matches. I could see some of the closer contestants beating on their walls, trying to get free and follow the light.

They didn’t have a hand mana cannon though.

I activated my hand and aimed it at the closest hinge before I fired.

The magic of the weapon smashed into the enchanted door, shaking the entire room but the hinge held. It was glowing red, but it held. I began recharging the cannon and readied an Annihilator Sphere. When the cannon was full I fired it again and threw out the magic of the sphere.

There was a loud grinding sound as the magic slammed into the corner where the superheated hinge was. My magic won out though and the hinge was vaporized along with a small chunk of wall.

I had two more hinges to go and it was going to cost me almost all my mana to do it.

Nine hundred and twenty-five mana and two mana potions later I managed to free one side of the door. The balloon had already floated over the stadium and people were climbing up the steps and leaping to their death on the far side trying to keep up.

I slammed into the door and it gave way, clattering into the arena. I downed two more mana potions and began running. I wasn’t the first contestant to break free of my room, although, I did spot Ska still raging against his magically enhanced walls. The deep gouges told me that room would not hold him forever, I needed to deal with this crystal before he broke free and got himself killed.

There was one spot in the arena I steered clear from. Hegar was cutting a bloody swath through the crowd and a veritable tidal wave of blood followed in his wake as he mindlessly worked his way toward the floating crystal. His second class level had jumped from five all the way to eight already and if he kept up this pace would hit ten within a few minutes.

I didn’t know the man, but I didn’t think he would relish leveling like this. I jumped on top of people to speed my ascent through the arena, like some twisted form of crowd surfing. The people could forgive me later if they survived.

Finally, I made it to the top of the bleachers and jumped, spreading my wings and activating every speed-boosting ability I possessed. I roared through the air like I was fired from a cannon, Dominion and Destruction appearing in my hand as I flew toward the surprised man in the balloon.

I saw the man start trying to cast a spell and I used Sunder Skill on him. That was enough to interrupt his casting and for me to clear the final distance. I brought the lion's head of my staff down hard on his head.

The weak barrier he had erected crumbled before the onslaught of my weapon, collapsing his head into his shoulders. The man would have fallen over if my blow hadn’t forced his legs through the wicker bottom of the basket. His corpse flopped about while I quickly thought of a way to deal with this crystal. In order to store it in a ring, I first had to cut it free of the balloon. Only the thick steel chain seemed to be welded in place.

I knew what I had to do but it was going to be tricky.

I slid down the outside of the basket and swung my legs until I had enough momentum to land at the top of the crystal as it dangled ten feet below.

My high Agility made the maneuver possible and I grabbed the chain in one hand as I straddled the top of the crystal. In my other hand, I twirled my staff until the dragon head was facing the chain and I Imbued it with Fire and Earth. This would have been faster and easier if I hadn’t been forced to use up all of my casts of Annihilation Sphere to escape.

I gritted in pain as the heat spread down the chain, but I didn’t let go of it. Slowly the links above melted through and the crystal, along with me fell away. I immediately stored the dangerous crystal and waited until I was nearing the ground to activate my wings for a second time. I flapped them hard, hovering for a second before I touched down.

While I was falling I noticed another issue that needed to be dealt with. A group dressed in white and wearing strange goggles was attacking people from the rear of the crowd. With their distinctive emblem, I knew exactly who these assholes were. I had helped exterminate them from Chicago, and now like cockroaches, they had turned up here. I wasn’t about to let the Sons of Autumn kill off thousands of civilians for their sick goals.

Everyone affected by the crystal was lethargic and out of it. And the zealots of the church were cutting them down from the back without mercy.

I pushed my way through the crowd until I came into contact with an acolyte. He tried running me through with a sword but I easily sidestepped the attack and smashed my staff across his head as I kept moving. There was no lack of targets as thousands of the church's members had come out of seemingly nowhere to butcher the civilians.

I smashed through acolyte after acolyte but they seemed never-ending. One blow was usually enough to kill or severely disable the lower leveled goons but there were just so many and more were streaming toward me as I was a threat to their goal.

Everyone froze as an anguished cry exploded over the area. I looked up to see Hegar standing at the top of the colosseum. A tornado of blood was soaking into his body as he leaped from the top to smash into the ground three stories below. Dust rolled away from where he landed but I could see him towering above the crowd. He had grown to be ten feet tall and each swing of his blood-enhanced sword cut acolytes apart like wheat.

That wasn’t the only good news. I watched Tatiana float over the arena wall with a look that could kill as dozens of ice spears shot away from her vicinity, each one spearing one of the Sons of Autumn.

The Sons of Autumn had seriously miscalculated as more and more tournament members poured from the building and tore through their numbers. You would think the idiots would break and try to flee but they were single-minded as they just pushed even harder into the civilians, trying to kill just one more before their pathetic lives were snuffed out. I did my best to protect the people as most were recovering and realizing something was going on. Civilians started to flee but people were getting cut down or trampled by the panicking mob.

I spotted Ska as he ruthlessly tore through the enemy ranks to meet up with me.

“What happened?” he growled as his paw raked across another suicidal member of the church.

“Dream crystal, and these crazy fuckers killing everyone they can.”

He hissed angrily, “kill them all?”

“Yeah, kill every last fucker wearing those white tabards!”

He growled in approval as he sprinted forward to tear through more acolytes. I made sure to buff and heal him before he took off.

The fighting lasted another five minutes before the final member of the church fell to Hegar’s brutal sword.

I had lost count of how many members I had killed, but it had been significant. Enough so that I hit level twenty-one.

The entire area was littered with the dead. I would like to say that the church made up the majority but that would be a lie. A trail of corpses led all the way to the city and at least six thousand civilians had been killed in this nefarious plot.

I could see Hegar sitting on a wall with his helmet off and his head in his hands. Tatiana was over there consoling him. A few of the weaker contestants had fallen during the fighting but most had survived. Almost everyone was at a higher level than any acolyte I had spotted. I hadn’t used Sunder Skill during the main battle as I couldn’t afford the mana cost. Not that I thought any of these low-level idiots would have interesting abilities for me to take. I did check to see what I got from the man in the balloon though.

Silver Tongue: Influence the weak-willed and weak-minded. If your Cha+Level is greater than your target(s) Wis+Level you have a 50% chance to turn them toward your cause. The chance increases by 10% for every point below your Cha+Level they are. Cost 100 mana, Cooldown 2 hours

It was times like this that the System made me physically ill. Why did skills like this need to exist I had to ask myself? Rationally I knew that any skill was possible but it didn’t make me have to like it. I cast it to the Void Lottery along with Resuscitate as I would never be using that skill either.

Brimstone: Conjure a wall of hellfire that deals Int* .3Mod damage to anything it touches. Targets also take 1 Permanent Charisma damage for every ten seconds the fire burns them. Lasts 2 min. Hellfire can only be extinguished with holy water or holy sources. Cost 90 mana, cooldown 30 min

I winced at the skill description, it was certainly good, but extremely dangerous. I would need to be careful with it, and carry a supply of holy water with me to put it out. I also selected my new skill, seeing as I only got one option for level twenty-one it wasn’t much of a decision.

Silence: This word of power creates a wave of silence that ripples out from you. Any spell requiring verbal components cannot be cast within the 10-meter area of effect. Lasts 30 seconds. Cost 10 mana, cooldown 10 min

The spell simply stated AOE, meaning it didn’t exclude allies, it probably also meant I couldn’t cast within the area. The other spell was an automatic boost to Rejuvenate, bumping it up to two hundred health instead of the one seventy-five of the previous level. That was good as my healing spells were starting to lag behind.

Last, I looked at my level.

Paul Fuller | Mantra Enchanter/Maw of the Void | Level 21/15

Strength: 20(+2) modifier x22

Endurance: 20 modifier x40

Agility: 20(+2) modifier x22

Perception: 18 modifier x22

Intelligence: 25 modifier x40

Wisdom: 16 modifier x22

Charisma: 11 modifier x22

Luck: 16 modifier x22

HP: 800(880)

Stamina: 400(440)

Stamina Regen(M): 880

Mana: 1000

Mana Regen(M): 352

It seems I also finally unlocked my second tier of agility. I guess the System thought flying through the air, just shy of supersonic speeds, qualified. I stored my staff and went in search of Ska.

            

    
        Chapter 152: Clean up

    
    
    
    
                I was helping clean up the mountain of corpses. I knew I didn’t have to stick around and do it but that would be a dick move. I might be an asshole, but I wasn’t a complete prick. Dead civilians were lined up and covered with any available fabric. Eventually, survivors would have to go through and see if their loved ones were among the dead.

As for the Sons of Autumn dead, they were tossed into a pile in an open pit. A few eager fire mages were making sure that everything burned properly. I couldn’t blame them for wanting some way to enact revenge on the people that had attacked them.

It was during this cleanup that I spotted two people approaching me. One I recognized as Don but the other well-dressed man I didn’t know.

“Paul, I finally found you. Let me introduce you to my boss, Charles Lemont.”

“It is a pleasure to meet our savior,” the man said, holding out his hand.

I gripped the man’s hand and gave it a shake. The man seemed unconcerned about the blood and dirt that now covered his hand.

“I couldn’t just stand back and let them kill everyone,” I replied.

“And for that, I am ever in your debt. Not being in control of your body is a disconcerting experience and one I never wish to go through again. I am curious as to how you broke free, but I will set that curiosity aside, and instead, I would like to offer you a reward. How would you like to come work for me personally?”

“No offense Mr. Lemont, but I don’t plan on sticking around long after this clean-up is completed. If you wish to offer me a reward, how about you give me access to the Bazaar?”

“Well, it was worth a try. As for the Bazaar, that shouldn’t be an issue. If you ever change your mind, Mr. Fuller, feel free to seek me out. I could always use more capable people.”

The man reached into his coat pocket and handed me a black card about the size of a credit card, but made of metal.

“This will allow you through the wards. Until we meet again, Mr. Fuller.”

The man turned around and walked away. Don gave me a short nod and hurried after his boss.

The cleanup took hours, despite the number of people chipping in to help. I finally got sick of the smell of roasting human flesh and had to walk away. Ska had already returned to the fortress and was likely asleep. Being under the influence of the gem seemed to take a lot out of a person and most people were finding it difficult to continue moving only a few hours after the fight.

I found an aid station for injured people and lent my help to them. It was really more an opportunity to clean the blood off my hands, both literally and figuratively. I didn’t regret killing all of the church members but that didn’t mean I reveled in their demise. They were pure evil and had no remorse or compunction against slaughtering anyone and everyone that got in their way or didn’t submit to their twisted worldview that mankind needed to be purged from the planet.

Healing the injured didn’t take all that long. Most that had survived, healed on their own, and the ones that were usually too far gone had succumbed to their wounds before other healers got to them. There were only people still suffering lingering damage like lost limbs or poison attacks that others weren’t able to Cleanse.

I finished up at the aid station and headed back through town. I was exhausted and needed rest.

As I was passing a café I heard my name called.

“Mr. Fuller, a moment of your time please?”

When I looked I spotted an unassuming man dressed in a brown smokers jacket and matching pants. He was waving me over from an outside table with a cup of coffee or tea, steaming away on it.

I grunted in annoyance but headed over. He wasn’t the first person who wanted to thank me today and probably wouldn’t be the last.

“Look, you don’t need to thank me, I was just doing what I thought was right,” I stated flatly, wanting to leave as quickly as possible.

The man laughed, which I found odd. I chose that opportunity to use Inspect on him. The man's information came up blank, no name, no class, no level.

“Who are you?” I asked accusingly.

“Nobody of importance, please, have a seat so we can have a chat?” he asked, gesturing to a chair across from him.

I looked around, scanning the area with my eye tattoo, but found nobody hiding. The man only lifted an eyebrow as he sipped his drink.

“You didn’t answer my question,” I said.

“Let’s just say we had a mutual acquaintance. I hear she was a real stone in your boot.”

“So you work for Stone?”

The man chuckled, “hardly, if anything I work for humanity but I doubt you would believe that. Come now, Mr. Fuller, or should I call you, Paul, as you prefer?”

“What I would prefer is if you people would leave me the fuck alone, but it seems that isn’t likely to happen now is it?” I stated angrily, taking the seat across from him.

“Yes, there were a few overzealous members of our organization that thought killing you would solve our problem.”

“And what problem would that be?”

The man smiled but didn’t answer.

“It has been decided that fighting you is not in our best interests, Paul, despite what you may have seen in the past. I know, hard to believe, but it's true. If you want answers to your questions, you could always join us… but I don’t see that happening after what Stone did in Houston.”

“So she was the one that leaked that information?”

“She was, it was a miscalculation on her part that cost her dearly. You won’t have to worry about her anymore,” the man replied, taking another sip of his drink.

I assume he meant she was dead, but with these people who knew.

“So is that what you came here to tell me, that Stone is dead and I’m safe from your organization? As if I should just take what you say at face value.”

“Hardly, but for now you are not a concern. We are more interested in what occurred with the dream crystal and the Sons of Autumn. Your presence here made us miss this scheme.”

“Are you saying it’s my fault this happened?” I asked angrily.

“No, but if you hadn’t been here we would have learned of it sooner and been able to stop it. But you need not worry about that. I would advise you to keep a low profile, but I don’t see that happening either. Your actions tend to be far-reaching, Paul, despite your attempts at trying to remain out of the spotlight.”

“I’m not going to just hide away in a dark corner just to appease your group. And who made you the arbiters of humanity?”

“No, you wouldn’t but even simple acts like your runic magic will eventually bite you in the ass, Don’t expect the Enchanters Guild to sit back forever while their profits are worn away. As for your second question, decades upon decades of experience, not to say we were perfect, but we always have the best interest of humanity in mind.”

“Oh, and you can see the future now?”

“No, experience and human nature tell me what will come about. But again, I’m not here to fight you, just here to open your eyes to the bigger picture. Our actions have a purpose despite what you may think. Whether or not you learn from this discussion is up to you. Now, as much pleasure as it’s been to finally talk to you, I must be going, there is never any shortage of issues that need to be dealt with. Have a good day, Paul,” the man added, standing up and adjusting his suit before he walked away. I quickly lost sight of him among the crowd.

I wanted to call bullshit to all his accusations. I knew my actions had consequences but it seemed like what they did was decide right or wrong for everyone. As for what this man said about me, I wasn’t entirely surprised. I had witnessed it myself over the last ten months. Trouble seemed to find me, despite my best efforts to stay out of it. Some of that could be attributed to wanting to help people or revenge from people I wronged, but other stuff just seemed to come out of nowhere. Take this attack for example. I hadn’t seen hide-nor-hair of the Church since I left Chicago. Yet here, at the one time I visited Vegas, they decided to attack.

The statistical possibility of that happening was slim unless they had come to target me specifically, which based on their method of attack seemed unlikely. I took away one thing from the Stygian Order agent, I needed to be stronger and beef up my defense. If shit like this was going to keep happening, I needed to be prepared. His warning about the Enchanters Guild was also concerning. It wasn’t like there were rules against having your competition killed off. This was going to have to be my last bulk sale of runic items. I would need to find sources of income in other ways.

Another surprise was the fact that Reaper failed to work on the man, even when he was sitting right across from me. I knew from experience that if I had a general description of a person I could track them. The better the image or memory, the more accurate the tracking was. This man was like a ghost. It led me to the conclusion that that was not what he truly looked like.

***

After resting the night, I made good on the entry to the Bazaar and sold off my gear. I also sold that massive dream crystal to a specialized buyer that was immune to the effects. That one item alone netted me almost ten thousand credits. I purchased a large quantity of gear to complete the third barge along with some spare mithril for making more long-term sensors.

After that purchase, I found a skilled armorer that let me watch as he crafted my new armor for me. It cost me extra for the tutoring but I learned a lot. The new armor was made from some scaled leather, almost like snakeskin, only much thicker. The scales were about the size of a penny and were harder than steel. It also had good elemental resistance. The upper chest was covered with a solid piece of Mithril with a smaller piece that was articulated below it.

With magic and skills, making armor shaped to deflect didn’t do much so most armors were highly ornamental instead. I just opted for a simple body-hugging outline considering I would be doing up the runes myself. My arms were now no longer exposed as flat diamonds of metal linked with chains covered down to my elbow, with the remains of my arm covered by just the scaled leather. I had tested out many different armor types thanks to the man’s inventory and found this to give me the best protection without losing out too much on mobility.

The back of the armor had overlapping pieces of mithril in the shape of short spiked backbones going all the way to the bottom. That protected my spine but I had also opted for a mesh of mithril that covered the entire back. It added much more protection than just the scaled leather but didn’t inhibit me in any way.

To complete the armor I had a helmet constructed with no open hole to see through. I had a way to fix that issue. The pants were also made from the same scaled leather and I was glad the material was so soft and flexible. Affixed to the front thigh and shin were plates of mithril. That left only my hands exposed. I did commission a pair of leather gloves made from the same leather as my armor, but I would only ever wear one of them. People might think it weird or some requirement to use my magic.

It took four full days to finish up the armor and I had learned enough that I could begin trying to make my own. When I put the armor on, it made me look like some sort of hero General. It was a perfect fit and the material had even a little give to it so it could stretch or shrink to always hug my body. I couldn’t wait to get back home to add the runes to it and make it a true masterwork.

            

    
        Chapter 153: Returning to work

    
    
    
    
                Our little trip had taken quite a bit longer than expected. But I hadn’t been expecting to sign up for a fighting competition and then be forced to fight off a group of religious nuts. So I guess three weeks being gone wasn’t so bad, all things considered.

I did notice that over half of the sensors had failed in the time we were out of Saint June though.

Ska decided to stick with me for now and I decided not to stop off near Houston. I did send Martin a message though so hopefully he could update me on what was happening.

As we approached the town, I only saw one of the barges. I had hoped both would be here but I would inquire about that after I landed.

“Is there anything to hunt around here?” Ska asked as we stepped off the ramp.

“I heard there were some elementals north of town. East just leads you toward the sulfur springs where we defeated the Jackals. I’m not sure if there are any dungeons near the mountains, but I would imagine there should be a few.”

Ska rumbled in discontent and I just shrugged.

“Very well, I will take the measure of these elementals. Are you busy or would you care to join me?”

“Not right now. I gotta talk to some people and work on my new armor. After that, I should be able to free up some time. I’ll send a message off to you,” I replied.

“I will return when I receive the message.”

“Have a productive hunt.”

He rushed off, scaring a few people as he ran through town. I groaned, knowing I would have to listen to Kurt complain about Ska’s antics. Then again… if I kept myself too busy to talk he wouldn’t be able to complain to me. Yeah, that sounded like a plan. I quickly hurried off to my warehouse to find out what was going on.

***

“What do you mean, you couldn’t find him?” I asked Maria after she told me she returned without finding Javier or the other barge.

“We did as you asked, Mr. Paul, but he was not on the route we had taken before. I talked with a few of the locals in the smaller villages and some claimed to have seen the barge but it was far off and never stopped in their town. One of the guards you hired said he would check it out. We waited three days but he never returned. We were afraid someone had ambushed him and decided to return for our safety.”

“Dammit!” I yelled, causing Maria to flinch back. “Sorry, Maria, I’m not angry with you, or the guards, you did the right thing. How long ago was this?”

“Well, it was about four days after we left that we got to the town that said they had seen the barge.”

I had to think back. She left about a week before I did, so the day I left they were returning to relay the information to me. I felt like an idiot, I wasted three weeks when I could have been searching for my lost employee and property.

“Alright, no trips out until I locate Javier.”

“What about the merchants, Mr. Paul, they have been quite angry about not being able to go back out?”

“Tell them if they have a problem with it, that they can come to see me or go back to the old way they made money. And tell anyone, that doesn’t raise too much of a ruckus, that the fees for the next trip will be reduced to a quarter.”

She nodded.

“Now I gotta go restock before I can head out. Is there anything else I need to know?” I asked, directing my question to everyone in the room.

Charles spoke up, “the wall is almost complete, the dry dock is ready for the next barge, other than that I think we are just waiting.”

I nodded, “Charles, go speak with Kurt and see if he was able to secure any mithril. Let him know I would come myself but I have to leave again. I will speak with him when I return. Also, Timothy, I want you to fab up two dozen of those rings I asked you about before we left, here is enough mithril to get you started.”

Timothy accepted the metal and looked it over. “I can try, but I haven’t ever worked with mithril, anything I should know?”

“It's pretty brittle after it’s worked but it's soft until it is treated. Similar to gold, although, I don’t think you can anneal it. If it cracks just melt it down again. When I get back I can show the four of you how to properly temper it, to bring out its enhanced properties.”

I looked at my watch, it had been two hours since I returned, so calling Ska back would take some time. “I will be in town for a few more hours before I lift off again. I’ll leave the rest to you.”

The four men nodded, leaving to go do their assigned tasks. Maria was still standing there, wringing her shirt in worry. I sighed. “Do you want to come with us when we search for Javier?”

Her face brightened at that, “if it isn’t any trouble, Mr. Paul.”

“It’s fine, come on. You can take Martin’s old room.”

She nodded rapidly and followed behind as I swiftly headed back toward the fortress. I sent a quick message off to Ska asking him to return as soon as possible.

“Maria, why didn’t you or the others send me a message about this?”

“We did Mr. Paul, did you not receive it?”

“No, I did not. When was it sent?”

“As soon as we returned to port and spoke with Mr. Charles. When you didn’t return we figured you weren’t too worried about it.”

So either Charles sent it and it was intercepted, or he never sent the message. I wanted to believe the former since Charles was an extremely competent foreman but I couldn’t rule out the possibility. Then again neither was a good option. There was a third option I needed to consider, thanks to the words from that Stygian Order man. The message tokens were enchantment items. Who’s to say they couldn’t intercept, disable, or redirect them completely.

I hoped I was wrong and they were not involved in the theft of the barge.

Once back aboard the fortress, I showed Maria around quickly and pointed out where she would be sleeping.

“This is so amazing, Mr. Paul, to think you made all of this.”

“It’s not all that impressive, I just slapped some stuff together. It needs updating. You would be surprised to know the barge is actually a significant improvement over the fortress. The fortress just has more creature comforts. Make yourself at home, I have to do some work before we go.”

The awe-struck teen nodded absently as she roved around, looking at everything.

I figured it would be at least three hours before Ska returned. It wouldn’t give me time to complete my armor but I could get a good start on it.

I headed up to my workroom and unloaded my ring, setting the armor on a wooden dummy. I also set three new weapons into the weapon rack. They weren’t anything super special like my current ones but with some runes, they would add to my flexibility.

One of the items I had purchased was a dual-bladed sword staff. Yeah, I know how goofy that sounds but I tested the weapon out before I purchased it. My normal staff skills worked with it but I needed to work on aligning the blade when I attacked. The last bladed staff I had was more for stabbing, this weapon could be used for that but also for slashing attacks. Having come across opponents that needed to be hacked apart, it was an area I needed to fill. I also picked up a mace.

Consuming void had the function to reduce its length but I wanted a stand-alone mace. A purpose-built weapon would always be better than one that had to be modified to fit a roll. The other staff was just a standard quarterstaff, capped with metal. Simple and unassuming.

After setting everything out, I started laying out the runic design. Gone was the tree of life design, my new armor wasn’t going to be shielded like my old set. That being said, it was going to be much more complicated. With my high Intelligence and skill at creating a few masterwork items, I thought I could pull it off. Initial tests on the flight back from Vegas showed the idea was feasible.

***

My work was interrupted by a message popping up in my face. Martin had finally gotten back to me.

Glad you’re back. Events in Houston have taken a turn for the worse. Do you recall Fayline Rosewill? She is that girl that tried to control Ska. We are almost certain it was her father that gave the information to the dwarves. Probably as revenge for her death. We can’t prove anything though, but based on his actions since that day, it's the only plausible explanation.

Edward Rosewill – the father – is trying to get himself elected Mayor. Normally I would say he didn’t have a chance, but he is either paying people or threatening them to champion his cause. He is using the time-tested methods of fear to drive the populace to his side… and it’s working.

The Mayor is losing support daily as he hasn’t brought anyone to justice due to the attack. I fear he might throw me under the bus to appease his constituents. It’s time we leave Houston. Fiona and I will set up outside of Houston. If we don’t see you within a week we will move north to the Hornwell estate and wait for you there.

Don’t do anything dumb like attacking Mr. Rosewill. It will only cement his position.

Good luck, we will see you soon.

Martin & Fiona.

“Fuck, fuck, FUCK!”

Just when I thought shit couldn’t get worse, it did. Despite, Martin’s warning, I did want to go just end the man and the threat he posed. But I knew if I did that, there would be no returning to Houston, the alliance would probably come crumbling apart and I would be hunted down. Yet I still wanted to go do it.

I took a few deep breaths to get my anger under control. I needed to act more rationally. It was obvious the man had planned this all out in detail. The fact that there was no evidence to show that he was guilty meant there was little I could do but hope that the Marshall or that spineless Mayor could turn things around. Martin and Fiona disappearing probably wouldn’t help the Mayor’s cause, but it was better than having him arrested or worse.

I had an idea on how to change the tide. I pulled out another message card and sent it off to the Marshall. He was the last person I could trust to see it through.

As for Martin and Fiona, they were going to have to sit and wait. I couldn’t detour to meet up with them with Javier missing. They could take care of themselves though. I checked the time. Ska should be returning shortly.

I headed downstairs just in time to hear the door opening.

“I got the supplies you asked for and hurried back as quickly as possible. What's going on?” Ska panted.

“Javier is missing, along with the other barge, we’re going to go look for him. Put the food in the fridge and I’ll get us in the air. Oh, we have a guest, Maria. She is coming along to help us search.”

Ska just nodded as he headed toward the kitchen.

The trip to Vegas and back had depleted a considerable amount of our stored foodstuff. We had military rations and dried foods for an emergency, but I would prefer to leave them for an actual emergency. With Ska restocking the fridge, we should be set for a week between the three of us.

            

    
        Chapter 154: Lost

    
    
    
    
                I let Maria steer the fortress since she knew where we needed to go to start our search. I had ways to locate both Javier and the barge but they were both beyond the range of either option currently. At least I hoped Javier was just beyond the range. The other possibility was not one to dwell on at the moment.

My working sensors were still picking up people following us but once we crossed out of sight of land and headed over the open ocean, they wouldn’t be able to track us as easily. I’m sure they already knew where I was headed, considering their capabilities and reach.

Ska was downstairs keeping Maria company while I worked on my armor. It was going to be three full days of flying to cross the ocean. I only took breaks to help charge the mana hearts every few hours or so.

I examined the armor in front of me, slowly turning it on the rotating dummy. I was checking all of the layout work I had added to see if I made any mistakes before I started on the actual carving. My Mage-Bane armor was nice, having the ability to absorb most magic. Unfortunately, the leather of my new armor didn’t have the same resistance to magic.

I could have gone with wyvern skin again but I had opted for the new leather for a few reasons. It was more flexible which made it easier to move in while retaining a high armor value. But the biggest bonus was its ability to self-repair.

I had seen similar armors during my many trips to the Bazaar. They were always outrageously expensive. Every merchant I spoke with said it was worth the cost just to not have to repair the armor. I had asked about the metal pieces but apparently, a skilled enough crafter could carry over the self-repair feature into any piece attached to the armor. Hence the reason why you would sometimes see masterwork full plate with the leather lining the interior.

Anyone who could afford a set of armor like that probably wasn’t on the front line though. The price tag for a very bare-bones set had started at one hundred and twenty thousand credits. That was three times the cost of my hand and my hand had been purpose-built for me by a master craftsman.

But the prices didn’t stop there. One merchant I talked with quite a bit allowed me to see a special ordered set that came in at four hundred thousand credits. I could easily see why it had cost so much. It was a work of art, inlaid with gold, and silver over the mithril. Every open space was filled with densely packed enchantments or detail work. Even getting near the armor you could feel the power that radiated off of it. It had been commissioned for some planetary Emperor to commemorate the tenth year of his victory to control his planet. I hadn’t even known planetary Emperors were a thing.

Thankfully, the species was non-human and didn’t do well in environments below the boiling point of water.

When I looked back at my armor, that suit had been an inspiration for me. Not that I could mimic the enchantments. I was more after the feeling I got when I looked upon it.

Runic patterns snaked across every bit of metal on my armor, the design, dipping, and weaving amongst itself in what looked like a mess at first but showed itself to be purposeful in nature. It was as far from the rigid enchantment designs as you could get. The looping designs ended with the head of a snake biting its own tail. The eyes were tiny mana hearts set above my heart.

The gems were needed not to power the armor but to store the converted energy.

I had seen what fighters on my level were capable of and I had no feasible way to beat someone who specialized as I currently was. It was possible I could find a skill that let me enhance my body as much as they seemed to but I already had similar skills and wasn’t sure they would work in tandem.

So this was my answer.

A complicated set of runes that converted damage into body strengthening. The conversion rate was poor but that was by design. My body needed to grow used to the changes. Going too fast would have similar effects as activating my Aura of Rage. Tattooing hadn’t worked out to enhance my body but I already knew this would work based on some tests I ran. If it seemed like my body was in danger, I could change the conversion back to the armor, allowing it to further strengthen itself. This change was also permanent as my body adjusted to the new norm. It wouldn’t enhance any of my attributes, but it would allow me to push myself further, especially using Aura of Rage.

That wasn’t all though. I incorporated a similar set of runes as I had in my defensive necklace, allowing the armor to spread an impact to the entire piece. Hard to pierce armor when all your impact is spread out. It wouldn’t do anything against skills that could nullify or reduce armor but little could, short of a magical barrier. But I liked this better because it didn’t need to be recharged.

The helmet was particularly tricky. There were no slits in the helmet to see out of, instead, the face formed into the snarling visage of a Ravor Beast, my homage to my dearly missed mount, Bella. The outside consisted of the same runes but the inside was where it got special. I had stumbled across this particular combination while toying around one day. I just hadn’t figured out what to use them for. But now I knew.

The interior runes made it so the helmet disappeared from view completely from the inside. In effect, it was partial invisibility. I had no obstructed view but I was fully protected and hidden from the outside. I spent nearly as much time adding the runes to the helmet as I did the entire chest piece, thanks to the awkward angle and space to work. As with the chest piece the helmet contained two fire red mana hearts inset into the eyes.

The pants and gloves came next. They were much simpler as they only had slightly curved plates on the front and top.

It took me every waking moment of our crossing to finish the armor. Well, not every moment, I did sleep a bit and help out every few hours but the majority of the time had been spent on the armor.

I slipped it on, adjusting the bindings a bit. It didn’t need much in the way of adjustment, thanks to the flexibility of the leather. After putting on the helmet, I looked into the mirror.

It looked like some demented scientist had brought dinosaurs back to life and mixed their DNA with humans. If I hadn’t been the one wearing the armor I would be afraid of a person that was. It emitted a presence similar to how Dominion and Destruction did, only milder, but terrifying all the same.

Mantle of Oroboros - Set

Quality: Masterwork

Armor: 45

Slashing Resistance: 70%

Stabbing Resistance: 85%

Blunt Resistance: 60%

Magic Resistance: 50%

Elemental Resistance: 40%

Body Reinforcement: 1/100th of damage absorbed

Self Repair: Can fully repair all damage within twelve hours

Spread Impact: Reduces impact by 70% by shunting the momentum to the rest of the armor

Unobscured Vision: The helmet does not obscure vision when worn

This masterfully crafted armor set is made from hydra skin and mithril and has inherent self-repair properties. When worn as a set, the repair speed is increased by 10%. Runic enhancement has given life to this armor, allowing for the inherent soul of the hydra to leak through slightly. Those not scared off by this effect and still attack have their damage converted into energy to strengthen the wearer's body and mind.

The armor was everything I hoped it would be. I could even toggle the runes, turning them on or off. This was part of my built-in safety feature. After what happened with my staff, I didn’t want the same thing to happen while I was wearing armor. I could remove it through my ring, but then it was just a time bomb waiting to go off. Turning it off didn’t disable the hydra aura but removing the helmet did as it was a set effect. That was good, wearing it around constantly would be a hassle. I could conjure it on my head in a moment anyway. Plus I still had my necklace. It just couldn’t be used when I was wearing all the armor.

***

I set the fortress down out of sight of the small town, there was no point scaring the locals. I was glad I brought Maria along. My Spanish was rusty at best, having not used it since high school. For whatever reason, the System didn’t translate languages you already knew at least partially.

It helped that Maria had been here before. I let her do all the talking while Ska scouted around to see if he could find anything. I did get a faint hit on my tracking device for the barge and it was far to the south. So far that Javier was not within range of Reaper. Still, I waited for Ska to return from scouting and Maria to speak with the locals to see what she could learn.

I could tell I made them nervous but I didn’t stray far from Maria. If this had been a plot by locals to steal the barge, I wasn’t about to hand them another hostage.

“… Gracias,” heard Maria say before she nodded to the two women she had been speaking with and hurried back over toward me.

“Mr. Paul, they say that some local thugs are no longer around and disappeared around the same time the barge was spotted. They also said that the guard returned a few days after we were last here and headed back north on foot.”

“Well, at least that is some good news. I think I got a trace on the barge, lets go collect Ska and get moving.”

It didn’t take long to locate Ska, he was already making his way back.

“Find anything?” I asked.

“No,” he hissed.

“I’m not surprised, its been weeks and I’m not sure Javier even set down near the village. I think my tracker picked up the barge far to the south, so we need to get moving.”

Ska nodded and we headed for the fortress. This was not going to be a quick trip. I knew that Javier was still alive though if the barge had gone that far south. It wouldn’t still be moving if he were dead as only a select few people could fly them.

I had told Javier and Maria that the keys were bound to them but that wasn’t technically true. A rune built into the console could detect their mana signature and I used that to make sure only they could use the key. This made it so they had to be alive and capable of feeding their mana into the system for the key to operate. The only way past this restriction was the tattoos that Martin, Ska, and I had. Just another safety feature I built in for my employees.

If they were killed after the system was activated, the barge control room would detonate, taking anyone inside with it. That was one feature I would never be telling Maria or Javier about.

That was how I knew Javier was still alive. If any of those scenarios had happened, my tracker would have thrown a red light along with the location. I didn’t know how far the tracker covered but I knew my Reaper title covered approximately five hundred miles. Even at the fortress’s top speed, it was going to take a week to catch up if it didn’t keep moving south. If it did it could be two more weeks before we finally caught up. One of my souped-up vehicles might have been a better option as they were significantly faster but they couldn’t go the distance like the fortress.

            

    
        Chapter 155: Found

    
    
    
    
                It was a full three days before my Reaper title picked up Javier’s location. That gave me a good estimate of how far the tracker reached. I figured it was around a thousand miles. It wasn’t a perfect estimate though as the barge was traveling away from us almost the entire time.

It seemed that whoever was giving the orders on the barge wanted to get into South America. Probably to avoid exactly what was happening right now. Maybe they figured if they got far enough away, even if I could track them that I would just write it off. Well, they didn’t know me very well. The barge I didn’t care too much about, it could be replaced but I had grown to like Javier. He was quiet but worked hard. I treated him and Maria more like siblings than employees.

I tried to follow the path of the barge as closely as I could. It would seem whoever was in control skirted over the Pacific Ocean to avoid the larger population centers. That was probably smart, seeing as Mexico City looked like a wasteland and we saw no fewer than a dozen ongoing magical fights as we flew over. They could be easily seen as they lit up the night sky in dazzling color. It made me wary of what was down there. I knew anything that had survived this long and was constantly fighting was likely to be near my level if not higher.

We were forced to stop on the fifth day to resupply. It was only thanks to the barge stopping as well. The area we stopped in would have been an ideal place to live. Rolling hills dotted with trees with a backdrop of snow-capped mountains to the west. All things that weren’t there prior to the system. I believed we were somewhere near Honduras but I couldn’t be certain. The new landmass really threw off my sense of scale. It was large, extending far beyond the line of sight.

As for the reason it wasn’t ideal, that would have to do with the locals. The three-meter tall quadrupeds were a mix between a rhino and an elephant with the temperament of a pissed-off grizzly bear. We hadn’t been on the ground for more than ten minutes before a group came charging at us.

I fired off a few spells as I started backpedaling toward the fortress. It only seemed to enrage the creatures more. I could outrun them or outfly them but Maria couldn’t, so Ska and I needed to keep the creatures occupied until she got on board.

They finally got into the range of Identify and I got a look at what we were dealing with.

Gorlophant | Level 26

“Ska, try to break them up, we need to keep them away from Maria and the fortress!” I yelled.

“I can help, Mr. Paul!” Maria shouted as she ran.

“Get to the fortress first, then hit them with your spells. We can’t afford to be held up if more of these creatures appear.”

I saw her reluctantly nod from the corner of my vision as she started running again. I wasn’t going to be holding back in this fight, and she would be in danger as much from me as she would be from the creatures. My helmet appeared on my head, sealing around the armor and activating the aura.

The closest gorlophant skidded to a stop and trumpeted out a challenge before it came right for me.

I fired off an Annihilator Sphere, impacting the creature right in its massive chest. There was a blackened mark where the spell impacted but its Endurance was high enough that it shrugged off the special effect. I cursed, readying one more spell before the beast was upon me.

I fired off Energy Lance, managing to hit the massive creature in the side of its head. It didn’t slow but it distracted it long enough that I was able to activate Unstoppable Force and my wings.

I collided with the mountain of muscle and was sent bouncing across the terrain.

I only took minor damage as my spell wore out near the end of my tumble. I wasn’t sure quite what happened, but if I had to guess, the creature had a similar skill as Unstoppable Force but of a higher level. When I looked up I could see the creature shaking off its disorientation from the impact.

I looked to see how Ska was holding up. He had two of the creatures trying to pound him into the dirt with their massive feet. But he was dancing around them and slicing up their thick hide. Even that was only enough to produce a trickle of blood.

I quickly got to my feet as the last two were charging my way.

“I guess brute force isn’t going to do it today,” I groaned. I cast an Overcharged Frostwave at the rapidly approaching pair.

One of the behemoths slipped and fell on the ice but the other one avoided the majority of the spell’s effect, it was still slowed though.

It swung its thick barbed trunk at me and I cast Time Shudder to avoid the attack and smacked it with a combination of Corrupting Touch and Calcifying Strike. It grunted in pain and reared back to try and flatten me as a bolt of corruption struck its flank, care of Maria who was now at the top of the ramp with the door open.

I wanted to stay and kill off these creatures but I could already hear angry trumpet calls in the distance along with the thunder of more feet.

“Ska! Hamstring them as best as you can and run for the fortress, we gotta get out of here, more are coming.”

I didn’t wait for a reply, I fired Clinging Spray at the one next to me and started to run. The first one I had stunned was back up and charging me again. I threw a wave of Disruption across my path, preventing the creature from easily getting to me and the fortress. Maria had smartly run inside to open the inner door and prep for takeoff.

Ska passed me, heading for the ramp and I looked behind to see three beasts bearing down on me. I decided to give my new spell a test and cast and Overcharged Brimstone right in the path of two of them.

Nobody likes fire, except maybe fire elementals, and these weren’t them. They tried to halt their charge but both skidded into the wall. They came out the other side shrieking and hopping around, trying to put the demonic fire out. The third one bolted for the hills when he saw his fellow gorlophants blazing away. I didn’t stick around to watch as I cast Regenerating Rain over the area the fire was at. I had learned that the spell counted as holy water. I didn’t want to extinguish the beasts but I also didn’t want a hellfire-based wildfire to spread.

It worked as the fire went out and the burned beasts healed. They had lost their frenzy to kill us however and ran off to join their other pack mates.

There was one upside, the one affected with Corrupting Touch and Calcifying Strike had succumbed to its wounds. The experience was enough to jump Maria all the way to level thirteen. Considering she had helped fight off something over twice her level, it was no surprise. Ska had earned some experience as well, being in the same party, but it wasn’t enough to push him over twenty. I figured he had to be getting close though.

***

After our run-in with the gorlophants, we didn’t stop anywhere long. When we did, Ska would go and hunt some food down. Even with that supplementing our food supplies it wasn’t enough and I had to break out the MRE’s to everyone's disappointment.

It took another week to catch up with the barge. We were now trailing behind it, waiting for it to land before I decided what to do. The chase had taken us into what I assumed was Columbia based on having passed the Panama Canal, what was left of it anyway. The massive landmass that had been attached, continued all the way to South America, making the passage a dead end.

It was no surprise that the barge drew considerable interest among the locals. A few vehicles even tried to chase it down and fired spells at it, but the thick metal and height of their passage made it hard to damage.

It did allow me my first look at what the people aboard were capable of as they fired a few spells in return. There was a lot of yelling and back-slapping from the group on board, making me think they were not all that old. I glanced at Maria, trying to see her reaction. She looked angry and I swear I heard her mutter something under her breath but I didn’t catch what she said.

The barge continued until it lost its pursuers and eventually set down in a jungle valley. No roads led into the valley but a large rock-strewn area near a river made an ideal landing spot.

The last rays of the sun were setting as I saw the people onboard light a few fires. A rough estimate made me think there were about twenty kidnappers. I hadn’t spotted Javier yet, but I assumed they kept him in the control room. I still wasn’t sure how they had gotten into it but it was a security issue I would try and resolve.

We found a spot a few miles away and I used the fortress to shove trees aside. It wasn’t perfect but I didn’t want to spend hours looking for an ideal landing spot, only to have the barge take off again.

“Ok, there are a lot of hostiles and we don’t have a good idea of their levels. We can’t let them harm Javier, so let's try to do this quickly and quietly. Ska, I want you to retrieve Javier while I pull the people toward me. Maria, stick close to me so I can heal you and run if I tell you to, understood?”

She nodded and Ska grinned at me.

“If it looks like a fight we can win, once Ska gets Javier away from them, we will deal with their group. If it looks like they could be more trouble than they are worth, we will retreat to the fortress and use it to obliterate the area.”

Neither commented on the plan. I left it as simple as possible knowing things were likely going to change quickly.

“Alright, gear up, and let's go rescue Javier.”

            

    
        Chapter 156: Choices

    
    
    
    
                The dense vegetation and thick vines made traversing the jungle difficult for Maria and me. More Maria, than I as I had much higher agility. Ska had no issues as this was his element. No sooner had we stepped inside the foliage than he practically disappeared from view, thanks to his mottled fur.

Ska would do what he did best and scout out our path ahead, warning us if we needed to detour.

Stealth wasn’t needed thanks to the incessant drone of bugs, and animal noises. You had to practically shout to be heard over the sounds. Which was good because hacking through the jungle wasn’t a quiet affair.

Ska kept returning and adjusting our course as we pushed ahead. I could tell we were getting close from the sounds of the river in the distance. The darkness was all-consuming and made me feel wary of what lurked just beyond my limited sight. I stopped Maria and handed her a bottle, motioning for her to drink it. She did with a bit of hesitation.

The effects were immediate as I drank mine, the darkness seemed to retreat as the night vision potion took hold. It was good for an hour and was one of many potions I had purchased over the last few months. My tattoo worked as well but its field of view was more limited. Plus the light would give us away since I wasn't wearing my helmet.

I spotted Ska making his way back to us and he motioned for us to follow. Slowly we crept up to the treeline. I didn’t need night vision to see the barge or the party happening onboard. There was a lot of yelling, drinking, and general asshattery going on. It looked like a normal party filled with ignorant, drunk, unsupervised teenagers.

Now, I hadn’t run into a whole lot of teenagers since the world went to shit. Maria and Javier had been the first real examples and they were on the older spectrum. It was pretty much what I had expected to see when a bunch of unruly children was given god-like powers. They were trying to one-up each other and had constant duels to see who was the strongest. I knew they were duels because everyone was walking away without injury.

I turned to Ska and whispered, “do you think you can get in and out unnoticed?”

I watched him scan the barge before he pointed to a darker section near the command center, opposite the door into it. “I can sneak in from that side but you need to draw their attention.”

I scratched my head, thinking of a way to draw their attention. My gaze slipped toward the water and I got an idea.

Ska rushed off and would signal me with a small mirror when he was ready. It wasn’t the first time we used the mirror method to plan an ambush.

“Stay close,” I said quietly to Maria as I waited for Ska’s signal.

After ten minutes I spotted three quick flashes from the dark corner of the barge. I motioned for Maria to follow as I made my way along the tree line and toward the river. As soon as I got close enough, I cast Brimstone on the water. I was glad the spell only required somatic components. The surface of the river where I cast the spell burst into flame and Maria and I quickly made our way back to the path we had carved through the jungle.

It didn’t take long for the revelers to notice the out-of-place fire, a few of the braver ones jumped from the barge and walked over toward the water, cocky as could be. They weren’t stupid though, looking around warily while they had weapons out.

***

Ska waited in the darkness for the distraction, when it happened he was like a deadly ghost as he slipped past everyone and made it to the door unnoticed. He opened the door to the command center but found it empty. He suppressed a hiss of annoyance and looked over the group of people.

His gaze landed on his target, standing next to a taller human. They were walking toward the riverside of the barge to see what the noise was about but nobody else was near them.

Ska didn’t hesitate as he bounded across the metal deck, toward the duo. The taller man must have heard something as he stopped and turned. He didn’t have time to pull his weapon though as Ska bounded into him, using the man’s body as a springboard. The man went tumbling across the deck, knocking others over as Ska grabbed the stunned Javier and rushed back toward the treeline.

He could hear shouts as the men had figured something was amiss. But Ska was leaping off the end of the barge before the first spell was shot in his direction.

***

I groaned as I heard the shouts and saw the spells. Ska was slowed by having to carry Javier but not enough for the other people aboard to catch him before he made it back to us.

“What didn’t you understand about quiet?” I hissed.

Ska shrugged, “he wasn’t in the command room, I had to improvise.”

“Fine, let's get out of here.”

As I turned around a massive red wall surrounded the area, cutting off any retreat. When I looked back I saw it covered an enormous area. I touched the glowing barrier with my bare finger and felt the tip of my finger slough off before I could pull my hand back. I healed the minor damage and put my glove back on.

“Well, looks like we have to fight, You good Javier?”

“Mr. Paul? What’s going on, why are you here?” he asked in confusion.

I didn’t have time to answer him as five figures surrounded us, standing far enough away that most attacks would be easily avoided.

The five only watched and made sure we stayed in place as the slower members caught up.

All of them looked pissed off, but none more so than a tall boy, with a fresh trail of blood running down his nose.

He wiped it on his sleeve before he spoke in Spanish. I only understood a bit of Spanish and the system refused to translate for me.

“Sorry, I don’t speak Spanish,” I replied, getting a measure of the group by using Identify.

I was surprised at some of the levels as a few of the people were already level sixteen. Most were closer to twelve though.

“I said, I’m going to make your big kitty pay for attacking us, you fucking gringo. Did you understand that?”

“As much as I would like to see you try, how bout you let us go and I let you walk away?”

The teen looked around at his gang with a smirk on his face before turning back to me. “Oh, and you think the three of you can take us all down? You may have gotten the drop on me but now you are outnumbered and your few extra levels aren’t going to mean shit when we turn the area you are standing in into a molten crater.”

I was about to correct him and say four when I heard Maria scream.

“Javier, No!”

I wasn’t yet wearing my helmet to keep the aura deactivated and Javier did the smart thing, going straight for my head. Too bad he didn’t know about my defensive necklace.

I felt the crack of his staff as it impacted my skull but it was muted as the pain was transferred over my entire body and absorbed.

In the next instant two things happened, my helmet appeared on my head causing the aura of the armor to burst forth and my vision went red as Aura of Rage inadvertently triggered, flooded my body at the betrayal. A few of the lower leveled people took a step back in fright as both the aura of my armor and my skill washed over them.

Ska had already subdued Javier as I stepped forward, Consuming Void appearing in my hand. I was done talking.

I had given them a choice, and they had chosen very poorly.

The night was filled with screams and punctuated by bright flashes and malevolent energies as the battle raged inside the glowing cage. The five people with speed-boosting abilities were the hardest to deal with but I methodically chased each one down and dealt the killing blow.

Ska stuck near Maria who had turned into a tear-filled mess as she watched the horror show unfold around her. She wasn’t built to kill humans, sometimes I wished I hadn’t been either.

The leader I left for last as he finally lowered the barrier and tried to flee into the jungle. It was too little, too late. He put up one hell of a fight though, using more spells with that same red energy that the barrier had been made from. It cut through the trees like butter as he whipped deadly strings around to try and keep me away. But all he was doing was flailing about in a panic and I easily avoided the attacks.

I cornered him in a small gulley and finally subdued him, keeping him alive for the moment. I had some questions for him and Javier.

***

The first rays of dawn rippled across the surface of the river as I dipped my toes in while retrieving two large buckets of water. I shivered despite the warm air before I stepped out of the flowing water and went to where Javier and our other bound friend were tied up. Both sported slave collars and I had to grimace as I looked at them. Too many bad memories, but it was necessary to keep them compliant.

I set a bucket down in front of each man before I turned to Ska. “Please take Maria back to the fortress and bring it here.”

Ska nodded silently as he led the red and puffy-eyed girl away. I waited until they were in the forest before I grabbed the bucket next to the unknown man and dumped it across his face.

He sputtered awake and his eyes darted about until they landed on me. I watched him try and wrench his arms free, then try to cast his spells to free himself. I waited until he realized he was helpless in front of me before I bent down next to him.

“Why did you take Javier and my property and how did you turn him against me?”

The teenager tried to spit on me, but he was at an awkward angle and it went wide.

I hardened my voice. “I’m not going to ask nicely again.”

“Fuck you!”

“Alright.”

I grabbed him by one ankle and started dragging him toward the river.

“What are you doing! Let me go you fucking lunatic!”

I ignored his protests, his screams for help, and him trying to kick my hand from his ankle. It was all useless as I dragged him bodily behind me and into the river face down.

I let him struggle for a bit before I hauled his face out of the water.

“Are you going to answer me now?”

“Fuck y-,” I shoved his head back into the water and down into the rocky bottom before he finished his reply.

I held him there as he struggled in my grasp before I pulled him out and tossed him onto the shore. He gasped for breath as he spit out water. While he recovered, I pulled his boots off.

“W- What are you doing?” he asked in wide-eyed panic.

“You answer my questions, not the other way around.”

When he wasn’t forthcoming with an answer, I sprayed the tender bottoms of his feet with Boiling Oil while he screamed.

***

The kid turned out to be one hard-ass motherfucker. But he broke eventually, telling me the whole plan had been Javier’s idea. I wasn’t sure I believed that. I knew how easily teenagers caved to peer pressure and Javier was a very passive person. But it would explain Javier’s attack.

Their plan was to rob towns in South America and live it up like some sort of post-apocalyptic pirate kings. They had already robbed a few people, leaving more than a few corpses in their wake.

After I finished questioning the kid, I tossed him back into the river as he struggled. He didn’t make it very long as I saw his death notification pop up before I made it back to the still unconscious Javier.

I pulled over a crate that had fallen from the barge and sat on it facing Javier. In my hands was the same staff I had gifted him just before I left for Vegas, the same one he had attempted to bash my head in with the night before. My knuckles were white as I held the lovingly crafted weapon and it audibly creaked below my grip.

“You can stop pretending to be unconscious,” I said tiredly.

Javier opened his eyes and looked at me. No, he glared at me, hate was all I could see. Gone was the false mask of a shy teenager he had worn to fool me and everyone close to him. At that moment I realized the other kid had told me the truth.

“Nothing to say? Not even going to try and explain your actions?”

Javier remained silent and I sighed.

“You know, I could have forgiven you for taking the barge and going off on this ill-fated adventure, but I can’t forgive you for attempting to kill me. I guess I'm partly to blame for this mess. You fooled me, I can’t say many people are capable of that anymore.”

He finally deigned to speak.

“Fuck you, Mr. Paul, you come down to Mexico and think you are top dog! You are nothing but another parasite on our land, just like the rest of you Americans,” he said with dripping disdain, “ Are you going to drown me like you did Juan, you fucking coward?” Javier spit, a note of well-hidden fear in his voice.

I didn’t know if that fear was real or manufactured, it didn’t much matter at this point.

I shook my head, standing up. “No, Javier,” I replied.

I had to forgive his ignorance, he had been unconscious the entire night and hadn’t witnessed me kill all of his friends. I looked down at the foolish teen one last time. I had treated him like family, maybe not like a son but as a close nephew. I had given him opportunities that very few would or could offer and this was the thanks I got in return.

My eyes hardened with resignation as a single tear rolled down my cheek. With all of the force I could muster I smashed his head in with his own weapon. His body fell to the ground as blood and brain matter seeped across the stones. I heaved in a shuddering breath and hurled the weapon into the river.

Javier’s betrayal had hurt me more than anything I had suffered since the System arrived. While Fiona had betrayed me it wasn’t the same. She had done it out of a misguided notion that I was luring her into a trap. Not even the predations I suffered at the hands of Sharla and the Black Dragons hurt as much as this one teenager's betrayal and that fact made me irrationally angry.

Feelings I had bottled up and tried to hide for so long came spilling out and I was glad nobody was around to see the state I was in. It took time for me to get my emotions back under control, my throat hoarse from my screams and my face a mess.

I couldn’t afford to devolve back to my soulless state like when I was a slave but I also couldn’t afford to bear my heart and soul for everyone that died. A numb ache settled over me as I looked at the slowly cooling body on the ground. The blood had already dried over the pebbles of the beach.

I wrapped Javier’s body in a piece of fabric and carried it to the river, letting it float away.

I returned to the spot where I had dealt the killing blow and used the last bucket of water to wash the blood off the stones. I didn’t want Maria to see the body or the bloodstain, she was traumatized enough by watching me butcher the others. As for the weapon, I didn’t want a daily reminder of what I had been forced to do.

            

    
        Chapter 157: Mourning

    
    
    
    
                The trip back was a struggle, both emotionally and physically. The first physical obstacle was the barge itself. Taking it with us would make us a huge target. Leaving it behind would be a waste.

I decided to remove anything of value and abandon the barge in the jungle. A plasma cutter helped make quick work of cutting the panels free. Removing the control systems and runic lines took longer but within two days everything had been stripped, leaving nothing behind but a steel shell. I imagined a lot of confusion would follow for anyone coming across the sight of an ocean barge sitting in a jungle near a river barely large enough to float a canoe down.

Maria remained silent on the trip home, with only the occasional sob slipping from her lips. She was having a hard time dealing with what happened or I suspected what I had done. So it wasn’t surprising when we arrived in Saint June and she hurried off without a word. She needed time to grieve and process what had happened. I hoped she would continue working for me but I couldn’t assume she would.

Not much had changed in Saint June during our absence. The wall was finished and the third – now technically the second – barge was complete.

Charles had done a fantastic job keeping the workers going even after we had been gone far longer than I thought. Almost a full month as opposed to the week I had initially planned for. Charles didn’t ask about the absent Javier or the missing barge. He had witnessed a teary-eyed Maria hurry away after we landed.

“Charles, can you find a new captain?” I asked, not quite ready to replace Maria yet.

“Uh… yeah, I should be able to find a few people willing,” he replied solemnly

“Thanks,” I replied, patting him on the shoulder before I walked off to the warehouse where I could unload the gear I had stripped off the barge.

I took the time to reflect on the battle. I hadn’t wanted to do so earlier because killing Javier had been too fresh in my mind and the rage I had felt at his betrayal twisted my thoughts.

I had been angry during that fight but I hadn’t killed them all without knowing what I was doing. I almost wished I had blacked out during the rage, it would make dealing with this so much easier. I sighed and opened my menu to look at the skills I acquired.

Most of the skills were trash and I would drop them using Void Lottery as quickly as I could. I had finally run out of open skill slots on my second class and was debating on whether I should swap my experience back over or not. For now, I just left it and got rid of Summon Pygmy Goat and Fuel the Anger. Fuel the Anger – especially with my mental state – seemed redundant and dangerous. It would be more beneficial now with my new armor but I hadn’t used it at all in my fight at the barge. So it was just taking up valuable space.

I looked at what I got in return.

Hex Circle: Draw a magical circle along the ground in a ten-foot area. Allies within the circle gain a boost of ten percent to their health and mana which lasts for five minutes after they exit the circle. Enemies take a ten percent loss of mana and health that lasts for five minutes after they enter the circle. Requires magical chalk. Lasts indefinitely or until the circle becomes damaged. Cost 400 mana

It was the first ability I had seen that required preparation, it kind of reminded me of the Totem class I could have chosen. I did have an idea that might make the ability worth keeping but I would need to test it out.

The other only notable skill was the barrier that the gang leader had used. I had to engage him in “combat” four times before I managed to get it. It was a good thing that kicking an unconscious man counted toward entering into a new fight.

Cage of Vengeance: Erect a cage of damaging energy that traps anything within. Cage dimensions are 10m x Int. Cost half casters full mana. Cage causes damage equal to INT every second of contact, cage can be shrunk to half its area at the cost of a quarter of the caster’s full mana, increasing damage to 2 * Int. Upkeep of cage is half caster’s mana pool, or three quarters if the cage is shrunk. After releasing the cage, mana regeneration is reduced by 50% for the full cage or 75% for the smaller cage for 1 hour. Cooldown 1 day

The spell was quite powerful but it actually took away more mana the higher your Intelligence became. Still, It would come in handy, I just needed to manage my mana if I used it. That left me with five useless abilities I had collected. I decided to add the Boiling Oil ability to that list and over the next few days, I would recycle them to see what I got.

***

The next week went by without much happening. I had sent a message off to Martin and gotten a reply, stating they had taken refuge at the Hornwell ranch. Edward Rosewill had taken over as Houston’s new Mayor and fired Marshall Sumner. Rosewill replaced the Marshall with his own guard captain. This didn’t sit well with most of the Marshall’s men and they up and left, following the Marshall north to the Hornwell ranch where they were accepted with open arms.

Martin said that information on Houston after that became spotty. Some people said that a lockdown was implemented and people were being kicked out of town if they couldn’t meet some undefined goal that Rosewill put in place. Anyone trying to gain entry was fired upon by the mana cannons that the previous Mayor had purchased from me. Martin also stated that a warrant had been issued for our arrest or proof of death. All-in-all it was turning into a real clusterfuck over there.

All the work Martin had put in to create the alliance had fallen apart. Rosewill didn’t want to share his power with anyone and was essentially a dictator elected by the idiots within the city. I had a hard time feeling sorry for them but something would have to be done about the threat that Houston now posed. Being smack dab in the middle of my trade routes, I couldn’t send barges through there for fear that they would be attacked or confiscated. Attacking Houston would be too costly in lives and much more dangerous than attacking Randy Cotton in Chicago, thanks to all the mana cannons he now had at his disposal.

I let Martin know to hang tight and I would see what I could come up with.

I wasn’t idle during the week, I had assembled all the new sensors and deployed them around town. Tim was now working on another dozen, thanks to Kurt’s people bringing back a few pounds of mithril. The guy still acted like an ass most of the time. I think he blamed me for all his woes.

My goal was to make Saint June a fortress of its own, making anyone think twice about attacking it. So I drew up plans for my Earth mages to erect twelve towers along the wall with a short spire on the top of each of them, I left Kurt out of that planning. I then calculated the central point of the towers and had them erect a massive reinforced stone obelisk.

Now it was time to take the idea to Kurt.

“You want to erect shield towers?” Kurt asked in confusion.

“Yes,” I replied.

“I don’t know, it seems like overkill. We didn’t have that many issues with beasts before the wall but since it has gone up, we haven’t had a single issue inside the city. So why would we need a shield?”

“There are plenty of dangers out there that a wall simply won’t stop. It's best to be prepared before trouble comes to your doorstep.”

“I don’t know,” Kurt said again, scratching his chin, “not that I am against making the town safer but I don’t think we can pay for something like this.”

“I am willing to fund the entire project. As this is going to be my headquarters, I don’t want to come back from another long trip and find out the entire town was burned to the ground.”

He looked at me tersely, “I somehow think this wouldn’t be needed if you hadn’t moved into town.”

I shrugged, hiding my irritation, “some people envy or fear my success and will do whatever they can to stop it. Can you truly say that Saint June hasn’t prospered from just a few caravan trips?”

Kurt grunted noncommittally but didn’t reply as he mulled over my words. “Fine, but eventually the city is going to decide we need a government and if they decide your services aren’t welcome, you are going to have to leave.”

“Fair enough,” I replied, snatching up the blueprints and walking out.

I couldn’t leave my fate up to the whims of some shitty bureaucrats. Thankfully I knew someone who might be able to secure the seat of power. Would it piss Kurt off, probably but if the man was duly elected he had no say in the matter. I needed to find time to go visit him though. There was too much to do and too little time.

***

It was another two weeks before I managed to get time to visit Martin and Fiona at the Hornwell ranch. I did fly past Houston and the outer city, beyond the walls, was in a sorry state. It seemed over half the city residents had been kicked out of the secure walls and forced to fend for themselves. With the Marshall and his men gone, monsters had started to move back into the abandoned buildings making it that much more dangerous.

I saw a third wall had been erected within the city, walling off a small section of luxury skyscrapers. Edward Rosewill’s new seat of power. I could tell that by the fact that over half the mana cannons now dotted the top of that wall, instead of defending the outer wall. That wasn’t the only thing, the light seemed to dance off the walls and I spotted visible enchantments coating the exterior of the buildings within the compound.

If Rosewill joined up with the Enchanters guild, that just made things exponentially more difficult. We needed information we were sorely lacking. My thoughts drifted back to what the Stygian Order man had told me. Was this the first act of the guild?

If I was a massively powerful organization spread over multiple worlds, my first step would be securing all of the cities around Bazaars. Even if they didn’t get all of them it would cement their power. I would have to keep an eye on them and Lord Vik’t.

As Ska and I arrived at the ranch, Martin, Fiona, the Marshall, and Carlson Hornwell came to greet us.

“Welcome back,” Carlson said, “just wish it was under better circumstances.”

I nodded, shaking the man’s hand and greeting the Marshall next.

“Sorry about what happened to you.”

“Eh, I was close to retiring anyway, getting too old for this shit.”

“Still, it wasn’t right.”

I hugged Fiona and slapped Martin on the shoulder. “Should have figured you couldn’t stay out of trouble,” I said with a grin.

“Look who’s talking. Anyway, this is only a temporary setback. Rosewill may have outplayed us but he is shortsighted and driving people away. He will probably get strung up by his own people eventually,” Martin added.

I wanted to agree with Martin but I wasn’t so sure.

“You keep saying that,” Fiona replied, “but it's been almost two months.”

“Yeah, I think Fiona might be right about this. When I flew past Houston I saw the inner compound enhanced by enchantments. I think Rosewill may have joined up with the Enchanters Guild.”

Martin groaned, “so the reports were accurate, we were hoping they had been mistaken.”

I didn’t bring up my conversation with the Stygian Order agent, mostly because I didn’t trust everything that man had told me.

“How about we all retire to the dining room and have a chat?” Hornwell suggested.

***

A few topics were discussed in the meeting. Plans to get rid of Rosewill were high on that agenda but most agreed that if rumors were true that attacking him directly without a solid plan was doomed to failure.

“What about your trading route?” Carlson inquired.

I knew this was going to be brought up as trading had come to a halt for the entire time I was gone and only just resumed two days ago when Maria finally returned to work.

She still refused to talk with me but she talked with Charles and the others. I had already given Charles an updated travel route to avoid Houston and we had enough merchants coming and going that the loss of access to the Bazaar wasn’t critical. I did expand our route north to Nashville though. If anything we could gain some merchants from under the nose of the Mohai Council. If not at least our merchants could resupply there. Those were both short-term solutions though.

“Yeah, sorry about not getting the word out, there was an issue I had to deal with personally and I lost one of my captains. The route is back on track but it is considerably slower until I get another barge going again. So figure two or three weeks until it shows up.”

“Sorry to hear about your captain and the problems,” Carlson added.

“I guess I should bring up why I came all this way.”

“And here I figured it was just to visit with friends,” Martin quipped.

“If only I had time for that. But I did actually come to see you,” I smiled at Martin.

He groaned, “now what scheme are you planning?”

It didn’t take as much convincing as I thought to talk Martin and Fiona into joining me in Saint June. I had tried to talk the Marshall in as well but he turned me down, saying he was fine here and didn’t want to be involved in politics anymore. I couldn’t argue with the man, I didn’t want to be involved either, which is why I recruited Martin to do it for me.
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                Not much changed in the month after bringing Martin and Fiona back to Saint June, at least for me. Martin had managed to make a name for himself across the town and as I expected he was well-liked. Elections hadn’t been held yet and nobody wanted to go the route of declaring that they were now the new city lord.

The new barge was completed and I trained an older gentleman that used to be a train conductor to operate it. His level was a bit on the low side so it required that I pair him up with an assistant that could help charge the mana hearts. It was probably a good idea to have two people anyway in case something happened. I would have to find someone to help Maria as well when she returned. Not that she needed it, but I knew that being alone and dwelling on your darker thoughts was not a healthy way to live.

Ska had joined the town guard along with Fiona. Although, I did take Fiona out with me to try and level her up.

Ska had finally tipped over into level twenty. I was a bit surprised at the second class he had chosen.

Ska | Grimalkin Hunter/Warden | 20/2

At first, I thought it was a forest-related class but it turned out to be more a defender-type class. It did give him a pretty good skill that slowly boosted his endurance the more he suffered while protecting others. Considering the Grimalkins major disadvantage of only getting a free skill slot every five levels, Ska would never become like Tatiana or Hegar. They were able to take full advantage of their class and all the skills provided.

It felt like a real shit move by the system but Ska didn’t seem to care. He liked simple.

As for my month, I watched the shield towers go up and I topped them off with the runic emitters. I also took it upon myself to make the ground below the city safe. There would be no repeat of what happened in Houston, happening in Saint June. Compressing the ground or enchanting it was simply out of the question in the short term as there was too much area to cover. But… I already had sensors. I just had to adjust what they could sense. I still made an effort to place hidden runes that made the ground more durable.

I also didn’t want to have to monitor the sensors all the time so I built all of the control and interface systems into the central tower and a backup that only Martin and I knew about. Assuming he won the election, he could notify Kurt. I felt a bit bad about not notifying Kurt but the less I had to interact with the man, the better. I didn’t think he would purposely divulge this information, but I couldn’t be sure he wouldn’t talk outside of the protections I had in place in my warehouse. For now, it needed to remain a secret.

That went doubly for what I was currently working on. Spread across multiple benches was one of my new projects. Despite what that Stygian Order agent had said, they were an enemy and I was done playing defensive. The pieces of the device in front of me had been the most complicated runic work I had built to date. Far outstripping the Fortress, my hand, or even my armor.

The main section was a flat disk with mithril inlay that ran around in simple concentric circles. Four curved struts were positioned on the benches and these contained the bulk of the rune work. Nothing was active yet as I had one piece yet to create. This wasn’t a typical teleportation pad. Once active it would lock onto an outbound teleport and allow the user standing inside the disk to piggyback on their location.

I had tried making it larger but I didn’t have enough available mithril and mana hearts to power a larger unit. So at most one person could go. Or in my case, Fiona and I, when I got around to telling her my plan.

While the Enchanter’s Guild might become the biggest thorn in my side, I wasn’t yet at war with them. That didn’t hold true for the Stygian Order and their meddling and attempts to kill or get rid of me and my friends.

They needed to pay for their actions, even if I couldn’t destroy all of them.

***

Lord Vik’t stepped out of the portal of the Bazaar and into the dusty town of Houston. Traveling by portal across the same planet was cheaper than crossing into a new world but the convenience alone was worth the cost.

His retainers glanced around at the men sent to greet them and gave disapproving looks. Lord Vik’t kept silent, reading the possibilities of conversation based on his most prized possession. He loved to unsettle people by mimicking a mind reader. It wasn’t the case but his highly enchanted robe came close to allowing it.

The reason for his visit to this godforsaken hell hole of a town that smelled of shit, piss, and unwashed bodies was for one simple reason, information. The man that called himself the Mayor had reached out to another representative of the Guild and had come to an agreement. Lord Vik’t assumed it was a standard agreement. Only authorized members of the Guild were allowed to sell magical gear or enchanted items within the area of control. All non-Guild members were forced to join and pay their dues or be barred from sales.

Usually, this was enough to discourage most people. The few that attempted to circumvent this law were dealt with very harshly. Killing someone was the last resort as losing a talented enchanter was a great loss.

The local Guild representative bowed deeply. “Lord Vik’t, had I been given more notice of your arrival we could have prepared an acceptable reception for one such as yourself.”

“If I had wanted you to know I was arriving, I would have informed you. I am here based on disturbing rumors.”

The man audibly gulped, knowing that if these rumors were true it meant he was doing a poor job of curtailing non-sanctioned enchanting.

“I can assure you, Lord Vik’t, that we are taking the rumors very seriously. I have yet to find any indication that they are true, however. I have learned that the man in question, along with his friends have all fled the town, prior to our dealings with the Mayor, a-”

“Mr. Rosewill,” Lord Vik’t finished for the man, making him pale even further under his scrutinizing gaze. “Well, don’t make me stand here all day, take me to this man.”

“At once, Lord Vik’t, please, follow me,” the man sputtered out, bowing a few times before he turned to lead the way.

***

“Fiona,” I yelled, waving to the woman as I jogged toward her. She stopped and turned, when she spotted me she waved back and waited for me to catch up.

“What brings you out of your cave?” she asked with a hint of amusement.

I just rolled my eyes. “You know how it gets, too much to do not enough time to do it. How are Martin and Ska doing?”

“They are settling in fine. You know Martin, he already has big plans on how to improve the city, even though he isn’t Mayor yet. Ska is doing good as well, he is keeping busy hunting the elementals and keeping the peace. While Saint June isn’t as crowded as Houston was, there have been some scuffles.”

“Well, I’m sure he can handle himself. And who knows someday Saint June will eclipse what now remains of Houston. The Plateau is far larger than the walled-off section of Houston. I don’t see why it couldn’t grow to be a massive city.

She nodded thoughtfully. “It does remind me a lot of my hometown back in the Asharon Kingdom. Although, that town was only situated along a river.”

“Does it make you miss home?” I asked.

“Sometimes I get a pang of homesickness. I miss my parents and still haven’t gathered the courage to send them a missive. But in all honesty, peasants, or simple folk are treated far better here than they ever were back in my world. It still surprises me sometimes.”

“I’m sure there are some places on Earth that make your world seem like a dream in comparison. Not every country here was as open and tolerant, not that we didn’t have our issues, because we did. But I like to think most people were ok.”

“Such a stunning endorsement,” she replied drolly.

I chuckled. “I actually came to ask you something.”

“Oh?”

“I can’t really talk about it here, when you get some time, come to the warehouse.”

“I can come tonight, should I gather the others?”

“No, this is really something only you can do.”

She nodded, “Fair enough, I will see you then.”

***

“So, what’s so important you can only talk about it in here?” Fiona asked, gesturing to the walls of the warehouse.

“It’s about the Stygian Order and my plan to finally get them off our backs.”

“Oh, well, I can see the need for secrecy then. Do tell.”

“Well, first we need to locate their spies within the city. I have a rough guess that there are around six currently within the city.”

“Really? How do you know?”

“I haven’t told anyone this so don’t go spreading it around. I came up with a way to track incoming portals. With that information, I was able to determine how many people came and went through the portals.”

“Really?” she asked in surprise. “That’s a major advantage then.”

I nodded. “I have been keeping track of their comings and goings for about two months now. They mainly follow me around, but they always leave a few within the city. The problem is while I can tell where the portals appear, I can’t get there before the spies vanish into the population. What I need from you, is to get eyes on the spies and a good description of each so I can track them with Reaper.”

“Ok, but won’t they just portal out as soon as you confront them?”

“Yup, that’s where the second part of the mission comes in. Once we know about all the spies, we get the city guard in place to capture them. Of course, they will run as soon as they know they are compromised. That’s where this lovely device comes in,” I gestured to the items spread across the tables.

Fiona glanced at the items in doubt, “and what monstrosity have you built this time?”

“I only create items of wonder,” I replied with feigned indignation. “This mess of components will create a one-man teleportation platform, capable of locking on and following an outbound teleport.”

“That will?” she said, picking up the thin pad and examining it. “It doesn’t look like much, but I suppose the runes are hidden.”

I nodded. “Well, in theory, that’s what it will do, not like I can test it beforehand.

She set the item back on the table. “I suppose you’re going to do something risky and life-threatening by using it yourself then?”

“I tried making it larger but the cost was too prohibitive. But, you should be able to teleport along with me if you hide inside my body.”

She snorted, “as fun as that sounds, won’t my presence harm you?”

I held out my hand, “Give it a try.”

She shook her head ruefully before passing her ghostly hand through my arm. It felt like being dunked in a tank of cold water and I shivered but it wasn’t nearly as achingly cold as she used to feel. The feeling passed as she retracted her arm.

“You ok?” she asked.

I nodded, “Yeah, feels like a dip in an icy pool but I can survive, the damage was minimal. We can practice some more and once we are ready we can time it so you only have to remain inside for a short period of time.”

She didn’t look entirely convinced but she eventually agreed to help me with my plan and keep quiet on the items I created.
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                Fiona and I spent a week practicing and got to a point where I could endure her whole form within me for a minute. I really hoped that was enough time.

She had been busy as well, managing to identify four of the spies. The other two were much better at remaining hidden. I wanted to catch all six but I didn’t think we had the time. Martin had received a message from the Marshall, informing him that a Lord Vik’t had paid a personal visit to Houston.

It only helped confirm that Houston had allied itself with the Enchanters Guild. I knew it would only be a matter of time – if he hadn’t already – until Rosewill told the Lord about me. With that came two possibilities that I could see. One they would try and tie me to their organization or they would try and get rid of me. I had heard plenty of stories in the Bazaar about how the Guild conducted business and had no doubt they would do the same to me. That had been my driving force for erecting the wall and the forcefield.

But that was also not an immediate concern. Rosewill, the slimy asshat that he was, didn’t know my current location. Even when they did figure it out we were a hard target to hit. The mountains on the west cut off any attack from that side. The ocean to the south made an attack unlikely due to the ocean monsters and the fact that Lord Vik’t would have to cross the large desert to even get to the ocean. That left an overland attack from either the north or east. The north was dominated by the elementals, and while not unbeatable, they continuously respawned. That left the east as the only real approach by land. And we had the steep plateau to discourage most attackers.

It was always a possibility that the Guild had flying ships, making all my assumptions useless but even then we had the shield that covered the entire city. But this was all only future possibilities. Before war broke out between me and the Guild, I wanted to rid the area of any of the Stygian Order spies. I had ideas for dealing with the guild but in order to implement them, I needed free reign to move about unmolested.

***

The radio crackled to life with two clicks before going silent. I breathed in and summoned my helmet from my ring.

“You ready for this?” I asked Fiona.

“Like I have a choice, can’t let you go off by yourself and die like a fool.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I grumbled.

“You’re welcome,” she smiled back, getting as close to me as she could.

She would only have a few seconds to enter my body before the now floating poles would begin to spin and the teleport activated.

I clutched Dominion and Destruction in my main hand and a fist-sized orb of mithril and runes in my other hand. It was another new invention, required to enact my vengeance on the Stygian Order.

I gave her a nod and she clicked the button on the radio. “Go.”

She threw the radio off to the side and I felt the cold of death soak into my body as her form merged inside my own. Now we had to wait and hope the spies fell for my trap.

***

Oslo watched wearily from his position. He had been on edge all week, some sense telling him that something was off but he couldn’t place a finger on what. He didn’t think he had been spotted, his job wasn’t to keep an eye on Fuller, so he blended it much easier with the populace than some of the others. He was currently dressed as an older Hispanic woman that tended a small fruit cart. Hidden by his headscarf was a small radio transceiver that he used to keep tabs on the local forces. Since they had gone back to using old two-way radios it was easy to intercept their communications.

When Oslo heard the two clicks he froze for a second, glancing around. Then less than a minute later he heard the single word reply and a group of city guards rushed out from around a distant building and forced their way inside. He knew one of his accomplices was within that building and muttered a silent curse. The people milling through the market all turned toward the commotion.

Oslo cursed knowing that Edgar was on the third floor and was a primary lookout for keeping tabs on Fuller. He almost breathed a sigh of relief though, not seeing any soldiers coming toward him before his sixth sense warned him of danger.

He tried to throw himself to the side but was tackled to the ground by a humanoid cat. Oslo knew the jig was up and activated his escape ability, blurring out and reappearing ten feet away as he began to run.

“Douglas, I’m burned, get me out!” Oslo yelled as he was forced to activate another skill to avoid the persistent grimalkin. A moment later he ran through an open portal, watching it flare out behind him, cutting his pursuer off. Oslo spotted four of the other scouts that had been in Saint June. So either the last one had been captured, died, or was able to avoid detection.

“What happened?” Stone asked, hurrying toward the arrival chamber. Oslo watched him skid to a halt though as a popping noise sounded behind him.

Oslo turned to see a man dressed for war with a staff tucked in the crook of his arm. He held a strange orb between his hands that he twisted and dropped to the floor with a clank. Oslo had no time to process the orb as a second figure materialized out of the first, not that he already didn’t know who the first one was.

“Fuck me.”

***

My own take on the teleportation scrambler dropped to the floor and vanished from view. My surprise at seeing Stone standing there gaping at me had allowed the person to flash through another portal before my item activated. I didn’t think it was Stone though, I was pretty sure it was the strange man that confronted me in Vegas. But I couldn’t be entirely sure. It mattered little as I blurred toward my first target.

The older woman tossed her dress at me but I sliced the dragon head of my staff through it, burning it to ash only to reveal a man wearing the mask of an old woman and now carrying two wickedly curved daggers in his hands.

The man tried to back away while deflecting my blows but I alternated between the lion and the dragon head. It didn’t seem he could keep up as one blow crashed through his defense and shattered his arm. He whipped his other dagger at me and I let it impact my armor. The weapon had been magical as I felt a slight sting as it cut through my armor. Sure enough, when I looked, I spotted poison.

It was nothing special and I quickly Cleansed it as I gave chase. I heard some of the other Order members yell about my sphere and even saw some spells splash in the general area it had fallen, but I smirked in triumph. The sphere had inbuilt levitators and it would continue to move about the room, avoiding obstacles until it ran out of juice. With Fiona keeping the remaining people in the room occupied, it would be impossible for them to locate the item in time.

I had to give the man I was chasing credit, he was as slippery as an eel. But as someone who had fought Ska on more than one occasion, I quickly figured out the man's tactics and managed to land a devastating blow with the lion's head. The man’s back snapped as he was sent hurtling against a wall.

I could hear shouts coming from further down the corridor I had chased the man down but I ran back to help Fiona finish off the others first.

By the time I had returned to the initial room, she had cut down two of the men with Randy Cotton’s old sword. That only left a woman with a bow and one other man that wielded a glaive.

I dodged a crackling arrow as I ran into the room, quickly deciding that the archer was my new target.

It was another chase as the archer faded into the shadows. I clicked my tongue in irritation, noting that I would have to modify the scrambler a bit to affect powers like this.

Her maneuver forced me to activate my tattoo to locate her. Another bonus of my helmet, it blocked the light of my tattoo but didn’t stop the effect. I spotted the woman emerging from another shadow behind Fiona. I fired off an overcharged Annihilator Sphere at the woman before she could fire her arrow. She gaped in surprise, her arrow going wide as her body disintegrated from her pelvis out.

The final man wasn’t nearly as fleet of foot and Fiona fought him into a corner before she avoided a clumsy strike of his larger weapon. She stepped inside his guard and thrust the sword through the man's breast, skewering him to the wall behind him. I heard a grunt of pain followed by a raspy exhale as the man slumped against her blade.

Already I could hear feet pounding down the hall and I activated my mana cannon in my hand and charged Energy Lance with my other.

Both spells went off, flashing down the tunnel. Screams were quickly cut off by a loud boom as the spells detonated. A wave of dirt and debris inundated the room we were in only a second later. But that was fine, it did not affect either Fiona in her incorporeal state or me with my helmet on.

We moved through the complex and killed anyone left alive.

The place was weird. There were rooms for sleeping, some rooms were labs or workshops of some sort with items of all types scattered about. The way some of the people tried to defend the items showed that some held value. The strangest room was the last. It looked like the inside of a massive geode, only the crystals along the walls were pitch black, with a wide crystal sticking up in the center of the room with a slanted top that faced the entry.

You could see where the walls had been broken away to get into the room, so it was clear this was not something the Stygian Order had created. I heard Fiona gasp as she entered the chamber.

“Oh my gods, it’s a node!”

***

Mr. Nobody appeared in the middle of nowhere, still wearing the disguise of Stone. A few others appeared moments later but then there was nothing. He let out a low exasperated chuckle. He had warned the order not to underestimate Paul Fuller. Yet he hadn’t expected the man to move so quickly. It was a lesson he wouldn’t forget. The node was lost but that was fine. Mr. Fuller wouldn’t destroy it like the Black Dragon had attempted to do.

“Douglas, Stone’s cell is compromised, initiating full burn procedure. Give me five minutes and relocate me to another dead zone to await quarantine.”

He didn’t wait for a reply before he began cutting down the confused survivors. Some tried to flee, but he wasn’t nicknamed the hunter for nothing. There was the obligatory screaming and the cursing him out but they knew what they had signed up for. Sometimes cleansing entire cells was necessary for the survival of the organization.

Mr. Nobody knew he had chosen correctly when a new portal appeared exactly five minutes later. He changed his form back to a nondescript man in a well-tailored black suit and adjusted his tie before stepping through the new portal.
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                Fiona and I examined the obsidian-colored pedestal in the center of the room. As we neared it, glowing characters emerged along the top. They were not in any language I was familiar with and the system didn’t translate them for me. I looked over to Fiona and she shook her head. Well, guess there wasn’t much we could do with this.

“So, I know what a node is, but why is it such a big deal?” I asked, the sound of my voice seemed to get sucked up by the room so it only came out as barely above a whisper.

Fiona motioned to back out of the room and I followed.

“That was weird,” I stated as I crossed out of the room. My voice had returned to a normal volume.

“Yeah,” she said, eyeing the room with an odd look upon her face. “…I only know a bit about node chambers. I haven’t ever seen one though. Most of what I know is only rumors spread across centuries so I can’t say for certain any of it is accurate.”

“Fair enough, I would like to know anyway.”

“Well, most people believe a node chamber allows people to switch classes without losing their levels. I’m pretty sure that is not true. If it were, the Royalty would have done it just because they could and to flout their status. Another rumor says it allows the node holder to communicate across the planets with anyone else that holds a node.”

“Well, I can certainly see that being useful, what else.”

“Teleportation to any Bazaar location,” she added.

“Really,” I replied, eying the chamber with a bit more envy. “Wait… if that were true, why didn’t they all just flee that way?”

Fiona shrugged. “As I said, these are all just rumors. It could be that they are all true or all just lies. I can only say for certain that the writing on the pedestal is an originator language.”

“Originators?”

“Well, the system didn’t just spring into existence. Nobody knows who truly made it but it was likely one of the first three species to be inducted, perhaps all three. But they don’t allow outsiders to their worlds and rarely if ever mix with other species.”

“… hmm, that doesn’t help us with our current situation. How valuable is this place?”

Again she shrugged. “Considering they were state secrets, I would assume highly valuable. But only if you can figure out how to use it.”

I glanced once again at the dark and forboding-looking room. “We can’t hold it. If it’s that precious, they will come back for it. No, best to deny them access. Come on, let's take anything of value and meet back in that first chamber.”

Fiona agreed with my assessment and we split up to take anything that survived our assault.

It was easy enough to figure out how the Stygian Order, or whoever found the node and got to it. A concrete-lined bore tunnel was in the ceiling of one of the chambers. Nobody was going to be coming down that anymore. It had been sealed off by at least a few hundred feet of concrete. It was rather newer than the concrete that made up the floors and I guessed it had been poured after the world switched over.

The chamber itself had been excavated. You could see remnants of the blast holes used to carve away rock from the walls. There were a total of twenty chambers ranging in size from a few hundred square feet to a couple thousand. While the main entrance had been blocked off, they had left the air circulation systems intact.

My first surprise came when I entered what looked like a lab. The body of the man that tried defending it against us lay in a broken heap along one wall. I walked over to pick up the weapon he had been wielding at the time. When I turned it over I got an unwelcome view.

The blade had rough runes, not enchantments, carved into it. I couldn’t yet tell what the runes did as I didn’t recognize any of them. I found this odd and slightly unnerving. The work was sloppy though. It didn’t even incorporate the geometric designs needed to break the patterns up. I found out why as I continued my search of the room and came across one of my early designs. It was one of the stamps I had used to free myself from slavery.

It was in rough shape and they had done something to damage the runic structure that hid its intended purpose. Still, if this is what they worked off of it was concerning.

While I knew my knowledge of runes and how to incorporate them into items wouldn’t remain secret forever, I had hoped for at least a few years of keeping it from other sources. It seemed like that was a pipe dream now.

I did not doubt that the Stygian order had other sites full of researchers working to unravel the secrets.

I stuffed everything of value into my ring. Then I gave the room one last look before I placed another device I had created for this mission on the table. Not knowing what I was getting into I had prepared a dozen different contingencies to deal with the aftermath. I was glad that it was an underground facility. It made it much easier to employ this one.

Fiona and I continued to clear the facility and I placed a device in each room, as well as one just outside the node chamber. I didn’t want some weirdness, from inside the room, to affect the device.

“That’s everything,” Fiona said, giving the main chamber one last look.

“Not quite,” I said, looking around before I jumped and snatched a floating invisible ball out of the air. I twisted it to deactivate the device and stuffed it in my ring. “There, now we can go,” I added with a smile.

She just shook her head and stepped onto the thin white platform that was a match for the one back in my warehouse. I braved the chill as I activated the platform.

There was a flash of light followed by a hissing bubble as the small white disk dissolved leaving the hidden facility silent.

A soft click echoed through the abandoned facility twenty minutes later followed by more as the place filled up with a haze. After a while silence returned, the objects placed throughout the facility had stopped spraying their vapor. There was a final click as a surge of icy mana shot out from all of the devices, freezing the droplets and causing them to form massive chunks of ice, encasing the entire facility.

***

“Whew, glad that return pad worked,” I stated, hoping off the pad and avoiding an irritated slap from Fiona.

“You didn’t know if it was going to work? How did you expect to get back here then?”

I shrugged. “I would have figured something out. Besides, it worked out and you even managed to get to level nineteen.”

She glared at me for a bit before walking off and muttering, “Ugh, men.”

I just smiled. It was a good day. I had dealt proactively with an issue that had been plaguing me for months and my friend had leveled. I assumed with this level her ability to remain in her human form would expand. I could ask her about it later. For now, I needed to go over my gains.

I had used Sunder Skill to try and get one of the abilities that made these people so hard to catch. Be that turning into smoke or flitting through shadows. When I looked through the five skills I grabbed, my face fell in disappointment. They were all garbage. I hadn’t been able to try any more times as that had taken up the remaining open skill slots I had. I sighed, using Void Lottery on a pair to see if I got something worthwhile.

Forest Stride: Instant movement to another tree within sight. Must be touching a tree to trigger. Cost 100 mana, cooldown 1 hour

The skill seemed tailored to a druid-type class. It wasn’t exactly what I had in mind when I thought of a movement skill but it would still work. I was also either lucky to get it or the void could somehow tell my intent. That was a scary thought in and of itself and I decided not to dwell on that too much.

That left me with only one open slot for future abilities. I decided to try something I hadn’t thought to do since it wasn’t necessary until now. I used Multicast on Void Lottery and sure enough, I was able to dump two more skills.

Pearlescent Vortex: Create a glittering vortex around a target, that confuses senses and renders them trapped in an illusion. The effect of the spells is based on your Intelligence score and will fail to take hold if the target has a higher Perception. Lasts 20 sec or until disrupted. Cost 200 mana, cooldown 20 min

That was an interesting spell if a bit on the expensive side. Still having the ability to lock down a creature for twenty seconds was no small feat. I would have to see what the spell considered disruption before seeing how useful it was.

I mulled over one final thing before I went to speak with Martin and Kurt. I knew my main class was going to take ages to level past twenty. But it had felt like I was throwing experience down an endless well before I had finally leveled to twenty-one. Seeing as I was also running out of free space to acquire new and powerful abilities, I decided to switch my experience back over to my second class. There were a few more skills I may decide to dump but that was going to run out quickly.

If I got my second class to twenty I could finally upgrade Strength, Endurance, and Agility into the second tier. Having four stats in that tier would give me quite the leg up. Which was something I was going to need considering I wasn’t a specialized build like some of the arena competitors. I still thought I would have a fair chance of beating any of them if I had gone all out but who wanted a fair chance when you could go for overwhelming.

With my decision made, I left my warehouse and made my way to speak with Martin and Kurt.

Saint June was becoming quite lively since I had arrived here. Some of the displaced people in Houston had made their way over by barge. That was stopped though with it now clear that the Enchanters Guild was backing Edward Rosewill. We just got rid of one set of spies, I didn’t need to deal with another group so soon. Though I doubted we had gotten them all, or even prevented some of Rosewill’s own from making their way over, those would be dealt with soon.

I needed the town to be as secure as possible so I could finally leave and level. More and more people were catching up with me and it was a bit irksome. This had been the whole reason I had not wanted to get bogged down with politics and running a city, I knew I would eventually get out leveled and some asshat would come along and challenge my position.

That landmass with the Gorlophants would be my first stop. Past that I wasn’t sure yet. The rift near Ska’s old village would be a fantastic place to level if the creatures there weren’t two times my level. No, I would have to wait to go back there. I doubted my poisoned meat trick would work a second time.

There was one last thing I needed to do for the city but they would have to come up with the resources. I wasn’t about to go running around the country to dig up more mithril and mana hearts to create mana cannons for the city walls. But I had already spoken with Kurt about this and his people were doing a valiant job stockpiling the necessary items, despite the man being such a disagreeable asshat.

            

    
        Chapter 161: In charge

    
    
    
    
                “You seem awfully nonplussed for someone that just murdered a group of people,” Kurt angrily replied as he glared at me.

I had just finished going over what had occurred with the Stygian Order base with him and Martin. I hadn’t expected the man to get so up in arms about it but I guess I shouldn’t have been too surprised. He did capitulate to a bunch of thugs instead of gathering his officers and driving them off. I think he still had that pre-System mindset that killing people should result in my arrest. It would be pretty funny if he tried. Well, funny for me maybe.

“Have you ever had to kill another human being?” I asked instead of just ignoring the man’s ignorant assertion.

I watched him flounder as his mouth worked uselessly for a bit. Eventually, he turned away before replying. “No.”

“Then you have no qualifications to judge my actions. I don’t kill because I enjoy it, I do it because it is necessary. Over the last year, I have had to kill more people than I care to count. You may think I’m cold or heartless, fine but I will reserve my emotions for those that deserve it. I will not lose any sleep over killing thugs and murderers that forced my hand with their actions.”

Kurt refused to make eye contact after my little speech, probably because he knew I was right. He would learn eventually. Getting worked up over killing a thug or someone who wanted you dead was just not worth it.

“Perhaps we got a bit off track,” Martin cut in. “We know there were at least six spies within the city. Paul, you said you spotted five of them within the outpost?”

“Yeah,” Kurt replied

“Good, that means the Sheriff’s forces managed to capture the final member. He is locked in that room you designed, Paul.”

I nodded at that. The room was a prison cell meant to hold enhanced people. Similar to what Lord Vik’t had held that Michael person in. Only, it was powered by runes instead of enchantments.

Kurt finally spoke up, “Surprisingly, it seems to be holding him. He had some form of Earth magic as his escape method of choice, but with the enhancements you made around town, he wasn’t able to flee like he thought and we eventually captured him.”

I ignored Kurt’s jibe. “Has he talked at all?” I asked instead, glossing over the previous disagreement we had.

Kurt shook his head. “The man refuses to speak. We have only done basic questioning though.”

I grunted in acknowledgment. “I doubt you will get anything out of him. Which leaves you with only two choices, kill him or let him go. Keeping him for too long could result in him finding a way to escape.”

Kurt’s face grew grim when he heard me say this. I realized he must have known these were the only two choices. Maybe that’s why he was so disagreeable about my killing because he knew he had to make the same hard choice soon.

“That decision can wait for the new Mayor,” Martin added, defusing the tense situation. “You wanted to meet with us to discuss something specific?”

I wanted to roll my eyes knowing Martin was likely to be the new mayor but I resisted the temptation. There wasn’t anyone even close to as popular as him within the city.

“I wanted to discuss arming the walls with mana cannons.”

Martin quirked an eyebrow.

“What are mana cannons?” Kurt asked.

“Well, I asked you two out to the edge of the city to demonstrate, first we need a target” I replied glancing at the lifeless stretch of barren rock in front of us.

We were past the walls on the north end of the plateau that the city rested upon. I scanned around until I spotted one of the ubiquitous rock elementals. If it wasn’t for my high perception I may have missed its resting form amongst the other boulders.

“There’s one,” I said, pointing to the unassuming rock pile.

Kurt looked over and grunted in annoyance, pulling his weapon and getting ready to kill the creature. Martin waved him off, “We’re here for a demonstration, remember.”

Kurt lowered his blade but didn’t sheath it. It was a smart move in case something did go wrong.

“Alright,” I said, “watch closely.”

The active camouflage disguising my prosthetic hand faded away as it cracked open extending the containment array.

While Kurt didn’t say anything I could see the surprise on his face.

I aimed the hand, which was made so much easier thanks to the runes built into it. A targeting marker only visible to me settled on the pile of rocks and I fired.

There was a streak of white energy as the mana burst from my weapon. When it impacted the elemental, it exploded, sending a shower of rocks and debris flying everywhere. A shimmering dome encapsulated the three of us, thanks to Martin, and the rocks and pebbles bounced harmlessly away.

“That is a mana cannon, and a low power one at that,” I stated.

Kurt was speechless for a bit as he examined the crater in the distance.

“And you wanna arm the city with these? Why?”

“Do you remember when I said you had a rare thing here?”

“Yeah, I remember,” the man grumbled.

“Well, there are going to be people who want to take that from you. Walls are good and all to keep monsters away, but the real monsters are people and those from other worlds that covet what exists here. They will also covet what I have given you.”

“I knew I should have told you to fuck off,” he complained.

“That wouldn’t have mattered and you know it. Someone would still eventually desire your town for their own. And maybe this time you wouldn’t get lucky by just becoming a lackey.”

I could see the man’s balled fist turn white as he clenched them but he held his tongue.

“Alright, you made your point. What do you want for the weapons, and how many can you offer?”

“I can only offer ten at the moment, but they will be an upgrade over normal mana cannons. I call them mana lasers. The effect is similar but more focused so it uses less power per shot.”

“… seems too good to be true, what's the catch?” Kurt asked.

“They are expensive to make. The city will need to supply the materials to construct them and I will wave the price for the first ten.”

“If we are supplying all the materials, why should we be paying anything,” Kurt demanded.

“If you know anyone else capable of producing these weapons, feel free to ask them. Hell, I would be surprised if you could even find someone within the Bazaar willing to sell a mana cannon to you. They are apparently reserved for royalty and dwarves.”

“If they are so rare, how did you learn about them?” he shot back.

“I acquired them from a dwarven enclave we were forced to eliminate. But those were sold off, although I did copy the design, and save a few for myself.”

“So your damnable flying stone is armed,” he grunted, “I knew it.”

I didn’t deny the accusation, knowing he would have found out soon or later anyway. The man was rather irrational at times but he wasn’t a fool.

“Well?” I asked, “do you want them or not?”

Kurt was about to go on another tirade when Martin pulled him off to the side and spoke quietly in his ear. When they returned an agreement was made and we shook hands over the deal. Over the next two weeks, I would be supplied with all the materials I needed to produce the ten weapons. After that, I would leave town for an extended time to level.

***

“That man doesn’t like you much,” Martin stated as soon as Kurt was out of sight.

“Gee what gave you that opinion,” I deadpanned.

“You should make a token effort not to make everyone dislike you,” Martin replied. “Anyway, I hear you are stealing my girlfriend, what's that all about?”

“I guess you just aren’t man enough for her,” I replied with a smile.

He chuckled.

“But seriously, I need to level and so does she. We all do, but you are needed here and Ska seems to have decided that being a city guard is his calling.”

“Yeah, I’m aware. Maybe when all this nonsense settles down I can get out more. I am still joining a few of the patrols so it isn’t like I have stopped leveling completely. Who knows I may even hit level nineteen before you return. Fiona wanted to thank you for her recent level. She can now hold her human form for six hours.”

“Really, I hadn’t realized it made that much of a change.”

“Well, it certainly did. I haven’t seen her this happy in a long time. It’s why I’m not more worried about her running off with you to level. Maybe when she hits level twenty she can retake her physical form permanently.”

I only nodded. I didn’t want to get his hopes up in case that didn’t occur.

“It’s good that everyone is happy. I know losing Houston and the alliance was a major blow for you.”

Martin sighed, “it isn’t a complete loss. Carlson Hornwell took over to try and keep everything together in the meantime. But having Houston sitting in the center and controlling the Bazaar does hurt. Vegas denied our request to use their Bazaar, despite your help. So far no other teams have located another Bazaar on that side of the Spine. They seemed to crop up in areas where large volumes of people had lived but the northwest of the US was rather sparsely populated.”

“That’s not good. We seem to be slowly losing access to more and more Bazaars. I know there is one in Mexico City but that place was a warzone when I passed by. That leaves the few merchants traveling up to Nashville as the only ones that still have access to a Bazaar. Make sure they know not to mention ties with me or they could lose that as well. I will do some more scouting while Fiona and I level, maybe well get lucky and find something.”

Martin nodded but didn’t look wholly convinced. I couldn’t blame him. It wasn’t like these buildings just popped up in every city.

***

I spent the rest of the week churning out the new weapons for Saint June’s defense. With those, the shield, and the wall, it wasn’t likely anyone without significant time and resources could break into the city.

I overestimated the amount of mithril I required because there were some other items I was making that I had told nobody about. They wouldn’t be ready anytime soon anyway. But there was one item.

I walked up the stairs of the central spire. It was the energy emitter for all the shield towers on the walls. Nobody had seen me enter, and that was for the best. Scanning the room with my Tattoo, I made sure nobody was hiding on the top floor. The small area was devoid of anyone and I squeezed into the space.

Nobody had reason to come up here as the command and control was on the ground floor but it was left by the Earth Mages per my design. I ran my fingers across the low ceiling in a pattern. Glowing lines spread across the ceiling and a panel lowered, giving me access to the runic structure within.

I took out the large and awkward plate from my ring and moved it into the opening. Once it was in place, the lines flashed, letting me know it was inserted properly. I pushed the ceiling back in place and resecured the panel.

With that new item installed the entire city inside the walls now acted as an improved teleportation scrambler even if the shield was offline. It would also ping an alert to the command center and focus attention on the individual that attempted to enter the city. I had already told Martin and Kurt about adding this feature when I delivered the mana lasers.

Kurt was a bit less grumpy when he witnessed a demonstration of the new weapons. He still didn’t fully trust me though. While I thought he was an idiot, I could understand his concern. I was essentially responsible for the entirety of the cities defensive measures. Putting all that on one person meant it could all be taken away or subverted by that person. I had no way to assuage his worries though, I had built-in measures to see that none of these items could be used against me or the fortress. I wasn’t going to tell him that though.

The rest of my time was spent restocking the fortress and fixing some items I had neglected to fix. In the morning Fiona and I would head off and we may not return for months. I knew Martin worried about Fiona, but I think I worried more about what might happen to the city in my absence. But I couldn’t sit idle any longer and I had faith that the city could withstand an assault if it came to that.

            

    
        Chapter 162: Keeping up with the Joneses

    
    
    
    
                I dodged to the side as the gorlophant rushed through the space I had just been occupying, trying to gore me with its horn.

I heard the creature let out a deafening screech as Fiona let loose with the prismatic rapier. The creature's tough hide parted like thin paper to the blade's edge and ability to nullify magic. Learning that their tough hide wasn’t just thick but also magical had come as a bit of a shock but it explained why it had been so hard to take them down in our previous attempt.

Using the distraction, I hauled my staff back and swung with all my might at the creature’s back knee. The lion head of my staff impacted with a muffled boom and the angry beast stumbled under the blow, swinging its head toward me and lashing out with its powerfully muscled trunk.

I was forced to implement Time Shudder to avoid the blow, dancing backward and out of range of the injured beast. Fiona used the distraction to attack its other flank and it turned back toward her. I used the time to scan the edge of Cage of Vengeance and the dozen or so gorlophants attempting to push their way in.

“We need to hurry this along!” I shouted, seeing the cage start to fray. It had been the first time I had used the cage as we caught one of the creatures alone. But a bellow from it had drawn in nearby creatures to come to its aid. I suspected this was going to be a reoccurring issue and had decided to see if the cage could help out. And it did, but it was a lower-level spell, not meant to hold off creatures with tier two strength. Similar to my Area of Denial ability it was being ripped apart.

“I’m trying but these things aren’t exactly easy to kill,” Fiona huffed as she phased out to avoid being stomped flat by the angry bleeding beast.

One thing I hadn’t taken into account was the limited amount of mana I would have available while the cage was in play. I had thought I could get by but I used a lot of mana when I fought, I just didn’t realize it anymore with my mana pool being so large. It changed the fight dynamic, causing me to shift from using abilities to fighting solely with my weapon.

That didn’t mean I was all out of tricks though as my staff took on an icy chill as I rushed back in and slammed the dragon head of my weapon into the same injured leg. I had learned that Overcharge worked wonders when I used it on my Imbue, along with the bonus my weapon gave me to elemental damage, the gorlophant’s leg didn’t just ice over, it froze solid. Before the creature could retaliate, I swung the staff around a second time, shattering the leg and rushing away as the creature bellowed in pain as it tipped on its side.

It should have been an easy kill after that but the beast kicked out with its remaining back leg, catching me in the chest and flinging me across the field. I groaned in pain as I slowly got back up. Fiona was slicing the creature's thin underbelly open while it tried to attack her, but with her ability to phase in and out, the attacks always missed.

The attack had hurt like hell but the armor was doing what it was designed to do and even as I rose I felt my body becoming stronger. I looked at the damage I suffered and winced. That one kick had taken three hundred health off of me. That was after being reduced by sixty percent by my armor and ten percent by rock skin.

Fiona finally finished the creature off as I limped back toward her. “We need to go, can you meet me at that rock outcropping we spotted an hour ago?” I wheezed.

“Yeah.”

Giving myself a few more seconds for my healing to do its work, I ran toward the far side of the cage. I sucked down a mana potion and got ready to speed away from the scene. I dropped the cage and ran as fast as my skills could take me. I could already hear the angry thundering of hoofs behind me but it seemed like going all out, I was faster.

Either the creatures chose not to chase us or they figured out it wasn’t going to work, but either way, they finally turned around.

I let out ragged gasping breaths as I finally jumped to the top of the rock. I lay flat against the hot surface as I caught my breath. Fiona appeared a minute or so later. She wasn’t as quick as I was but it wasn’t like it mattered for her. She could just phase out to avoid any serious injury.

“Well, that was fun,” she said dryly, sitting down beside me in her human form.

“Yeah, that could have gone better, but it was worth it. That one fight pushed me over halfway to level sixteen.”

“I agree, the creatures, while a pain, are worth the effort. We need a better way of separating single targets though.”

“I do have a few ideas for our next match, but let’s rest here for a bit, shall we.”

It took an hour for me to recover after using the Cage of Vengeance. Being limited to two hundred and fifty mana made me feel like I was back in my early levels. I still recovered mana at a ridiculous rate but it meant picking and choosing what to employ during a fight more carefully. It also made it impossible to Multicast almost all of my spells due to the doubling requirement of the skill. It wasn’t horrible but definitely something I would need to keep in mind.

Fiona and I spent the rest of the day fruitlessly searching for another lone gorlophant. A group of two or even three would have been doable but the smallest grouping we came across was four and most often they were in packs of six or more.

With no luck, we headed back to the fortress which I had set down in the Panamanian jungle a few miles from this new landmass.

“I don’t know why they can’t just cooperate with us and spread out,” I grumbled as we walked.

“Why not just blast them with the guns on the fortress?”

“While tempting, I wanted to get a feel for my new abilities. I already learned a few things that I otherwise might not have. Besides, it's good to stay in practice.”

“I’m not disputing that fact, but wasn’t the whole point of coming down here, to level?”

“Yes and no,” I replied. “I feel like my level shot up faster than my skills and fighting in that tournament made it clear that I need every advantage that I can get. That being said, if I feel we’ve hit a dead-end on improving, I may just blast the gorlophants to bits just to feel better.”

We had just entered the dense jungle when I heard a strange sound. I motioned for Fiona to hide and scout while I slowly moved forward.

It wasn’t long before we came across the source of the disturbance. At first, I thought it was a deerkin as it had antlers and walked around on two legs. But as I got a better look, I saw that its movements were stilted. The smell of rot assaulted my nose shortly after and I suppressed a gag as the creature walked through the forest.

I looked around but only saw the lone creature. A twig snapped under my foot as I moved forward and the creature froze. Its head swiveled around like an owl making a disturbing crack. Blank pitch-black eyes stared at me before its entire body turned. Without so much as a sound, it ran toward me.

Seeing no more need to hide, I got into a fighting stance as it quickly closed the distance. I fired off Identify.

Higaran Swarm Beast | Level 1

I was slightly taken off guard by the low leveled creature but I didn’t relax my stance. The creature – which I could now tell was a grossly deformed deer – whipped its front leg at me faster than I thought a creature of its level could. I still easily blocked the strike but I felt something wet slap against my armor.

I didn’t have time to inspect what it was as I fought off the creature's unrelenting strikes. Fiona was slashing at the creature as well but it ignored her attacks completely. There was a searing pain in my arm and I jumped back to see what the hell it was.

A leech-like creature had burrowed through the leather on my arm. I ripped it off along with a dozen others that were attempting to do the same. At least I now knew what the wet slap had been.

I glanced at my status and saw a new icon. When I concentrated on it I got an unwelcome surprise.

Swarm carrier curse: If the curse isn’t removed within an hour, the host body will die and become host to a new swarm. Curse cannot be cleansed or removed unless you kill the original vector of the curse.

I was about to yell out to Fiona to quickly kill the beast but before I could the creature shook violently, disintegrating in a shower of tiny creatures. My eyes went wide as I saw them begin to burrow into the ground.

With no time to coordinate with Fiona, I cast Imbue adding fire and earth to my staff with Overcharge. I smashed my staff down activating Seismic Strike. A few of the disgusting creatures died but I still had the curse.

Thinking frantically, I activated Beacon. That seemed to work as the ground heaved and the leeches shot back out toward me. I wasn’t done though. Knowing I had little time I used Time Shutter to shave off a second of the activation time for Eye of the Storm.

I hadn’t needed to use the spell in some time and with my higher level and the boost from Overcharge and my weapon, it was like a volcano had erupted with me at its center. The molten rock was shot up into the air in a twisting vortex of fiery death. Even the wet jungle for hundreds of meters around caught fire or blackened due to the intense heat. I lifted off the ground, using my wings as I kicked off any remaining parts of the monster.

The last slimy parasite flew off my leg and into the inferno, roasting to a crisp and ending the curse.

I breathed a sigh of relief as I ended my spells and dropped to the smoldering ground outside of the effective range of the spell.

Fiona appeared next to me a second later. “What was that all about?”

“A curse, one that couldn’t be removed unless you killed every part of that creature. They were trying to burrow out of sight so I didn’t have any time to tell you what was going on.”

“Fair enough,” she replied, looking over the new clearing and the charred remains of trees. Some of which were still burning.

I didn’t bother putting the fires out. The jungle was wet enough that it wouldn’t spread. One good thing had come out of that weird fight, I had leveled my second class to sixteen. It seemed that each leech was worth very little experience but the whole beast was made up of millions of the nasty little things, all shoved inside a skin suit.

“Hmm,” I said, tapping my fingers on my staff.

“Hmm what? Don’t tell me you want to hunt these things?”

“Why not, they give good experience and as long as I torch them they aren’t much of a threat.”

“Yeah, but what if one escapes after infecting you?” Fiona asked pointedly.

“Then I would die a horrible horrible death. But I think the pros outweigh the cons in this case.”

“Fine, but if you die, I’m going to haunt the shit out of your soul.”

            

    
        Chapter 163: Pest control

    
    
    
    
                I stomped on the ground producing a wave of molten rock in front of me. The charging swarm carrier, which had once been a massive boar, sunk into the superheated rock. It tried throwing leeches my way but the superheated air cooked them before they made it to me.

I made sure that none of the leeches escaped my attack.

This had been the fourth swarm creature we had come across in the last few hours.

“Is it just me or are we encountering them quicker than before?” I asked.

“Seems that way, you think we are getting close to their point of origin?”

“I don’t know, these creatures could have spread for hundreds of miles for all we know. Best to kill any we find though. Besides they are great for experience. I’m almost halfway to level seventeen already. You must be getting close to twenty, right?”

“I have a ways to go yet, remember the experience deficit I get?”

I hadn’t forgotten but I had hoped it wasn’t as severe anymore. I guess my hope was misplaced. I simply nodded as we moved farther into the jungle.

Fiona was a massive asset in our hunt for the creatures. She pointed me in the right direction and I dealt with the infected creature. This worked well and I only got infected one more time. Fiona was about to force us to stop right then and there but she stumbled upon something.

“You need to see this, come quickly.”

I followed Fiona as she wove her way through the dense underbrush. She kept her physical form and used her sword to slash a quick path through. What awaited on the other side of that jungle gave me pause. There was a large sinkhole, maybe a hundred meters in diameter but that wasn’t what concerned me, it was the writhing mass of leeches that covered the entire floor and most of the wall of the sinkhole.

Among that mass, I could see at least a dozen infected creatures at the bottom of the pit. Their bodies writhed as the leeches devoured their insides to produce more of themselves. The sight made me sick.

“I don’t think I'll be able to kill them all with one attack.”

“There is no way I’m letting you go down there,” Fiona argued.

“We can’t just leave them to propagate,” I countered.

“Who said anything about leaving them? Let's bring the fortress over and just blast the hole to bits.”

“Fine, but I’m still going to do a thorough cleaning with my abilities after, it wouldn’t do much good if we let one escape.”

“Fine,” she eventually replied.

So that’s what we did. We returned to the fortress and flew it back to the sinkhole. I didn’t use the mana cannons though, they weren’t designed to aim straight down. Instead, I utilized the defensive perimeter built into the fortress to turn the entire pit into an enormous bug zapper.

It might have been overkill, considering the lightning defense had been designed to kill things with much more health, but I must admit it was effective.

What greeted us afterward was a pit filled with ash. I still used my skills to tear up the floor of the sinkhole and surrounding walls to make sure none of the creatures had hidden or burrowed within.

Our efforts had been worth it as Fiona, finally ticked over to level twenty despite her deficit. With that came another big change. I only learned about this change when Fiona nearly tackled me to the ground with a bone-crushing hug.

“Oof… What's all this about?”

She released me and smiled. “Check out my class.”

I used Identify on her and was surprised at what I saw.

Fiona Clark | Spiritual Sword Dancer | 20

“You got your class back?” I asked in astonishment.

Her grin nearly split her face as she nodded at me. “I also got all of my old skills back and kept my new ones.

“That’s fantastic, any other changes?”

She read off the message she got from the system.

Your dedication to protecting your companion has been deemed exemplary. You will no longer be bound or restricted. May your new life be full of joy and companionship

It meant that Fiona was well… Fiona again. She wasn’t bound to me and she would no longer suffer under her experience penalty. She could also maintain her solid human form indefinitely. With her spiritual powers though, she would be a devastating opponent to fight. We also did a test of some light healing and no matter what form she took she no longer suffered damage from being healed. I guessed spiritual and spectral were two separate things. It was good to know in case I ran across other spiritual creatures.

After some more congratulations, we finished making sure the sinkhole was clear of those creatures.

“So, what class are you taking for your second?” I asked after we were safely inside the fortress.

“I’m honestly not sure. I never expected this day to come or be given back my abilities from my previous life. It's all a bit overwhelming if I’m honest.”

“I can certainly understand that. Would it be overreaching if I offered my opinion?”

She shook her head.

“Well, you have two options. Go all in as the world's most badass woman with a blade by picking a class that complements your first one. Or you could choose a complementary class that works with your abilities but doesn’t limit you to only being a swordswoman. I don’t know what classes these could be but take your time to decide. I think we can rest nearby for a few days.”

“Thank you for everything. I will think on your words and look over classes before I decide.”

I tilted my head slightly in reply and gave her a smile. I was overjoyed that she was no longer forcefully bound to me. There was a small part of me that was sad that she was no longer my companion but I kicked that piece of my mind into submission. She was still my friend and ally.

As Fiona walked off to her room to think, I decided to go over my gains. I had hit level seventeen in Maw of the Void after using the fortress to kill off the colony of leeches.

As with most levels, I didn’t gain anything except two more free ability slots. Fighting the leeches and the gorlophants didn’t earn me any skills either because they weren’t sapient creatures. That was fine, I had been neglecting my skill clean up anyway due to how busy I had been. I took the time to look over my skills and see what needed to go. As I had a few days of rest, this would be the perfect time to get rid of some.

Boiling Oil was the first on the list to go along with one of the useless skills I got from killing off Javier’s people. I checked to see what Void Lottery netted me.

Festering Wound: Causes the next open wound you inflict to start to fester. Deals 2 damage per second until removed. This is considered unholy damage and can be Cleansed. Cost 25 mana, cooldown 15sec

At first, the spell didn’t sound all that great. But it didn’t have a time limit and I suspected the effects would stack with each open wound I inflicted while the skill was active. While my main weapons didn’t usually open wounds, that was fine. Since the spell only said next open wound and not next weapon strike, I may be able to add it to some of my magical attacks. I would have to test some possibilities.

There were a few other skills I still wasn’t sure I wanted to hang onto. Hex Circle, I still hadn’t used or even thought about. And honestly, Area of Denial was becoming nearly useless. What had once been my main defensive skill was now relegated to absorbing one attack. Even my Enhanced Shield skill was almost more useful at this point. It's too bad it only absorbed a portion of damage instead of all damage.

Banshee’s Wail and Protection saw very little use anymore. Shroud was another skill that had become nearly useless as my enemies became stronger and had abilities to see through the magical fog. Before today, I might have also tossed Beacon into the mix but if it wasn’t for that skill I would have died to the first Swarm Beast. And while I hadn’t used Silence yet, I had an idea for that.

After some more thought, I got rid of Hex Circle as it didn’t really fit my fighting style and Shroud. I may have kept Hex Circle if it worked with anything besides magical chalk, besides it required a smooth flat surface just to draw it on. Making it useless in most situations.

Point Defense: A burst of magical energy will automatically intercept oncoming projectiles, destroying them. Lasts for 30sec. Cost 15 mana per projectile, cooldown 3 min

The skill was a bit odd, not something I had ever seen before. But it would be handy. I would have to watch it closely though as it could eat through my mana quickly. I wondered what it considered projectiles. I would have to test its limits. If it considered those leeches that were flung at me a projectile, that might come in very handy.

With the skills out of the way that left me with eleven open skill slots. I would have to find some creatures that I could get some skills from to fill those empty slots. In the meantime, it was time to rest and recuperate.

***

The next few days went by pretty swiftly. Fiona was still going over her choices for a second class while I practiced with my new abilities to help integrate them with my combat. This was something new for me but having used Cage of Vengeance for the first time and finding myself so restricted on ways to hurt my opponent, I figured I needed to test abilities before I got into combat.

Rampaging and throwing out random abilities during a fight would only get me so far. It may work on bestial opponents but fighting people was another matter entirely. I only had to reflect back on my fights with truly strong people to see that.

My fight with Randy Cotton was a good example. I had only survived due to dumb luck, something I expected was only made possible thanks to his meddling with fate. My combat skills were only average at best. I could still leverage that along with my unique abilities to overcome stronger opponents though.

With that in mind, I spent almost an entire day sparring with Fiona. My first test was to check the limits of point defense.

She hurled fist-sized rocks at me as quickly as she could. The spell would gather mana from my body and intercept the rocks, either deflecting them or blowing them apart. It was quite effective against rocks. We did have a bow but Fiona was only passable at firing the weapon. The spell worked as advertised and impacted the incoming arrow, causing it to explode.

Fiona didn’t have any ranged magic to test my new spell, but she did have her Reflect ability again. Unfortunately, it didn’t work with the prismatic rapier and its ability to cancel magic. She was able to switch back to her old sword though. I learned that most spells that were fired were considered a projectile by my defensive magic. As long as they were reflected directly at me. I learned that if Fiona targeted the ground near me my spell failed to intercept the attack.

It was an important thing to know and could have caused me to get seriously hurt during a battle had I not been aware of the limitation.

Fiona had also finally chosen her second class. And I understood why.

Fiona Clark | Spiritual Sword Dancer/Duelist | 20/1

The choice she made was a sound one. She had been easily taken out by a wielder of that same class. Yet that wasn’t the only reason she decided on that class. It gave her the ability to dual-wield her rapier and longsword. An arguably deadly combination, only made more so by her ability to now either deflect magic or nullify it. Her first level also gave her a skill called Sole Opponent which prevented anyone from interfering in a fight she was having. I had no idea what magic fuckery made that work.

I honestly thought the combination was more terrifying than Randy Cotton’s and he bent fate and controlled time to some degree. A quick duel showed that it was a formidable combination as I was hard-pressed to beat her even with my seventeen levels on her.

            

    
        Chapter 164: Out of sight

    
    
    
    
                Edward Rosewill had been given little time to prepare for the arrival of this Lord Vik’t. He could only hope his preparations were enough. He found it irksome that he had to bow down to an alien invader but he knew that might come to pass when he agreed to have the Enchanters Guild join his town in exchange for defenses. But he hadn’t expected a visit so soon. He had barely solidified his hold on the town and ejected the malcontents before they showed up.

Speaking of malcontents he hadn’t heard many rumblings about them lately, he would need to speak with his captain of the guard to find out what was going on with those people. If they were still causing problems he might be forced to send out patrols to pacify the non-residents.

He checked his tie once more in the mirror before there was a knock on the large door to his penthouse office. His assistant stuck her head in.

“Mr. Rosewill, Lord Vik’t, and his entourage have arrived.”

“Send them in, and have some foods catered in.”

His assistant nodded before disappearing out of the door. A moment later the door opened and a tall man in expensive robes and an overbearing aura walked in. Edward had been coached on how to act in front of the man. He bowed his head in greeting, suppressing his feelings of loathing at having to capitulate to someone.

Edward stayed bowed while the man looked over the room, his gaze finally landing on him. Edward swore he heard a derisive snort.

“You may rise, I find your accommodations… adequate.”

Edward suppressed his anger and rose to lock eyes with the Lord. “Lord Vik’t, I am-,”

“Yes, humbled. I am aware.”

Edward was taken off guard by the interruption and the man seeming to read his thoughts but he hid it well.

“What-“

“What you can do for me, Mr. Rosewill, is answer some questions. I don’t plan on sticking around long in this backwater.”

“I will do my best to answer your questions, Lord Vik’t,” Edward replied, this time not being cut off. There was definitely a derisive snort from the lord this time around.

“What can you tell me about enchanted items being made in this area?” Lord Vik’t replied with a predatory smile.

***

Once Edward had realized what Lord Vik’t was trying to learn about he was more than happy to disclose everything he knew about the man named Paul Fuller. Unfortunately, it wasn’t all that much as the man had fled Houston after the Dwarven attack. Deciding he needed more up-to-date information, he went in search of his guard captain.

After he had orchestrated the deaths of most of the ossified idiots in the gated community, Edward took command of any of the guards who were now out of work. They had been instrumental in his takeover of Houston and now accounted for seventy percent of the guard forces he controlled. The rest came from sycophants that wished to latch on to his rise to power. He was fine with that. Those types of people were easy to control and placate.

Edward entered the office without knocking as was his right. His captain was a bit indecent at the time with some young woman but he just stood there and glowered as the two dressed and the woman ran past him looking highly embarrassed.

“Is this what I’m paying you for?” Edward growled.

“Sorry sir,” The captain replied, looking awkward and disheveled.

Edward didn’t even know the man's name, not that it mattered. What mattered was the man listened and did his job. He didn’t even care if the man was using his position to get in the women's pants, what mattered was results. But he couldn’t come off as accepting of stuff like this or his people would use that as an excuse to get away with even more.

“Keep your dick in your pants on my time.”

“Yes sir, sorry, sir. It won’t happen again,” the man quickly replied.

With that business out of the way, Edward got right to the point of his visit. “I need you to gather information about that Paul Fuller and his people. Where they went and what they are up to. Do you think you can handle that?” Edward asked pointedly.

“Certainly, Mr. Rosewill.”

“Good, also what's going on with the outcasts, I haven’t heard them mentioned in my weekly briefings?”

“Oh, they have been mostly quiet. I have a report here somewhere,” the man replied, digging through the mess of papers that had fallen from his desk during his lascivious activities. Eventually, he found what he was looking for.

“Here we are," he said before glancing at Edward… "ahem, yes. The report states that some of the people boarded one of those barges. Most have either moved to the outskirts of old Houston or left for other nearby settlements. There are a few that still demand to be let back in but the guards have been able to take care of them without much issue.”

Edward recalled the barges and something Gaben Hewitt had said. Piecing that together with the information Lord Vik’t had been inquiring about, he was sure the barges were another invention of that Paul.

“Find out where those barges are going, and try and get one of our people on board. I think that will be the quickest way to find out what that outlaw Paul Fuller is up to.”

“Right away Mr. Rosewill.”

Edward left the office, angry with himself for missing that connection. It was so obvious now that he thought about it. But his focus had been on that overgrown fleabag. He had only known that Gaben had had a conflict with one of that overgrown fleabag’s friends, not what sort of conflict it had been. At the time it wasn’t important as he only needed that idiot's money.

It would take some time but his people were good at gathering information.

***

Mr. Nobody stood in front of another mirror room. Dark figures were displayed on the panels all silently judging him and his failure.

“What of the node?” one of the members asked.

“Currently unretrievable,” Mr. Nobody replied in his normal monotone voice.

“Why?” another asked.

“We are unsure. Attempts to open a portal inside have been met with failure. We have a few people traveling to the location. They have the skills to traverse the ventilation system but that will take time since we deemed it a security risk to open portals near the surface of the site.”

“What about our eyes on Mr. Fuller?” a third member asked.

“Dead or captured would be my guess. We have long-range scouts watching the city but the information they can gather is limited. We know a wall has gone up, and some towers. Our best guess is those are shield towers. Mana cannons have also been spotted along the walls,” Mr. Nobody responded.

The final member asked her question. “What of the project?”

“Most of the rune work was moved after Stone’s removal from the Order. We lost a few items and early works but nothing that will affect us in the long term.”

There was some back and forth conversation amongst the others as Mr. Nobody stood there. It took a few minutes before everything settled down and the first speaker spoke again.

“This new development is troubling. Do we know how Mr. Fuller managed to find the node and Stone’s cell outpost?”

“Nothing definitive,” Mr. Nobody responded.

“A theory then? Enlighten us,” the first speaker added.

“As you know I was an eye witness to the events. I had just entered the portal room when Mr. Fuller appeared. He appeared directly on the location that we used for incoming transits.”

“So you believe he found a way to piggyback on our teleports?”

“Either that or trace them back. But given the timing, I put more stock on him piggybacking.”

“In either case, that is highly disturbing. I vote we issue a no transit order within fifty miles of Saint June. All in favor say aye.”

The vote was unanimous. Hardly a surprise to Mr. Nobody, considering the implications.

“Send someone out to notify the watchers. If the opportunity arises, slip some more spies into the city. We need to know what this man is up to.”

“What of the Guild?” the third speaker asked.

Mr. Nobody answered that question as well. “They are getting closer to the truth. War seems inevitable at this point. That is probably the reason for Mr. Fuller’s help with building up the city’s defenses. Has the seer been able to determine anything?”

“No, the lines of the future in that region have gone dark,” the second speaker responded.

“What of the rest of the world?” Mr. Nobody asked, with concern.

“The areas we are working in are still on track, with only a few issues. Other areas have also gone dark but those individuals seem content to stay where they are,” the final speaker stated.

Mr. Nobody nodded in reply and the screens faded away. With Stone gone, Mr. Nobody was the only active cell now in the United States. It sometimes made things difficult to keep track of everything, but he had no choice. Eventually, a new cell leader would be voted in, but that could be months. It was a bit irksome that all the other cell leaders seemed to be having a much easier time of it.

While there were more continents, it was rare for the Order to have to impose themselves on some. North America was a hotbed, as was Europe, Asia, and Africa. There were cells in every continent, even Antarctica, but few had more than two or three cells. It was mostly for redundancy in case something like what Stone did, occurred or a cell was compromised.

Rebuilding a cell was usually pretty easy, but with a large portion of the world population dead, it was a much more difficult prospect. Angering people like Paul Fuller didn’t help matters. Knowing he had a lot of work to accomplish, Mr. Nobody left the node chamber and got back to work.

***

“Well, Mayor, what is your first agenda?” Kurt asked, looking a bit annoyed.

Martin pinched the bridge of his nose in irritation. The election had completed last week but it took time to get up to speed, despite him having worked with Kurt and Paul for months. There were certain things Kurt had refused to disclose. And now the man was dumping everything he didn’t wish to deal with in his lap.

Martin let out the breath he had been holding. “Kurt, just call me Martin, I’m not big on protocol.”

Kurt soured at this and Martin wanted to sigh. Kurt could be a real stickler for rules. Sometimes this was good, especially for a Sheriff, but sometimes it made the man highly inflexible.

Martin ignored Kurt’s pouting and picked up the report he had been handed last week. He wondered how Kurt had managed to keep the issue under wraps for so long. The report was short and concise but painted a dire picture of the city’s food reserves. The problem had mostly gone away when the merchants had started coming through but that only helped so far. With the growing population, the issue had only grown and become worse.

Martin had pondered over the issue for a few days. “Let's go for a ride.”

Martin drove the Paul modified vehicle with Kurt in the passenger seat, to the east side of the city and through the gate. The gate was kept open during the day for people to come and go as they pleased. With guards stationed there, it wasn’t much of a concern.

It was a few hundred feet to the edge of the plateau from the gate and a winding path that led down to the land beyond. Kurt looked a bit unsure but kept silent as they drove on. Martin could have just driven the truck off the plateau but this wasn’t the time for theatrics.

Martin wasn’t a farmer, but being a small town country boy he had picked up a few things doing odd jobs for neighbors when he was growing up. He stopped the truck and got out as the area started becoming thick with trees.

“Why are we way out here?” Kurt inquired.

“I want to see how good the soil is.”

“Farming? Won’t that be too dangerous outside the walls?”

Martin ignored the question as he kneeled down in an open area and dug through the dirt. As he had thought, it was dark and rich soil, perfect for farming. He wiped his hands off and stood back up.

“I will contract with Paul’s people to have this area cleared and a wall erected to keep the farmers safe. We can’t afford to only rely on our fishing to bring in enough food to survive. And importing food isn’t an option at the moment. One because we have no easy access to Bazaars and two because the city coffers are rather meager at the moment.”

“That’s mostly your friend's doing,” Kurt grumbled, more than happy to pass off the issue to someone else.

“You need to stop that shit right now,” Martin responded angrily, getting a jerk of surprise from Kurt. “If it wasn’t for Paul, the city would still be facing daily monster attacks and still be suffering from food shortages. But now there is a wall that keeps wandering monsters out, a steady influx of people and resources, and stability for the people. So I will not listen to you badmouth the man when he isn’t here to defend himself. If this is too much for you to handle, perhaps I need to replace you with a new Sheriff?”

When Kurt didn’t respond, Martin only nodded. “Get in, we have other work to do.”

***

Ska patrolled the city, making sure nobody was causing too much trouble. Most people just received a fine or time in a cell. It was a strange dynamic that humans had but Ska had grown used to the irregularities.

Ska found guard duty to be much more stressful than hunting. At least with hunting, you knew your quarry. As a guard, he had to be vigilant of everyone around him. Most people were polite or at least civil when he strode past. He was one of the few guards that patrolled solo thanks to his level and skills. But anyone not new to the city already knew who he was and that it wasn’t a good idea to piss him off. He let out a small contented growl at that thought, making a few people, close enough to hear, scurry away in fear that they were his target.

He now understood how the alphas of his village felt when they could just look at someone and without saying anything, make them slink away.

Ska rounded the corner of the bustling market district. His keen vision quickly picked out a group of men causing trouble at the far end of the road. They were harassing a vendor by shoving him around and messing up his stall.

Ska flexed his paws angrily, causing his blade-like claws to extend and retract. Before he rushed to see what the problem was, he unclipped the radio from his armor strap and contacted dispatch.

“Dispatch, this is Ska. I have a disturbance in the market district involving seven individuals.”

It took a moment before a reply came in. “Roger that, we are sending another team to your area.”

Ska purred in approval when they didn’t ask him to wait like they did when he first joined. Not that he would have anyway.

Ska quickly jogged toward the growing altercation with a gleam in his eye. One of the men spotted his approach and tapped on the guy manhandling the merchant. The man looked over with a snarl and threw the merchant to the ground. Ska noted that the merchant was human. Usually, people got angrier with the non-human residents.

By the time Ska had arrived, the other five men had formed a rough half-circle with the leader at the center. They didn’t have any weapons drawn, but almost everyone went around armed these days. Ska could see a few different weapons on the men. The most concerning thing was the leader and his lack of weapons. That usually meant a caster of some sort.

Ska glanced around and noticed most people had quickly moved away from the area. He nodded in approval before turning back toward the men.

“What can we do for you, OFFICER?” the leader said, spitting a glob of something on the ground.

Ska ignored the man while he glanced at the store owner.

“Are you ok?”

The man nodded.

“Good, please come over here.”

The man hesitated, looking at the other group.

“Hey! Don’t ignore me, asshole. You fucking outworlders are all the same. Coming over here and stealing our land and forcing your god damn rules upon us. This is America! And you don’t belong here...”

Ska continued ignoring the man as he ranted, keeping an eye on the shopkeeper as he hobbled over. The man didn’t appear all that injured so he would heal shortly. That just left Ska to deal with these seven troublemakers. It didn’t really matter what they did, if they went quietly they would be punished, but if they resisted it wouldn’t go well for them. Ska hoped they resisted.

Ska had grown up with the system and troublemakers always had to be dealt with severely because if they weren’t, they could cause a significant amount of damage or endanger the community in the future. At least this town had figured that out. The standard way of dealing with these situations was, incapacitate and contain, or kill if they resisted. Everything else could be figured out later.

Ska didn’t think too much about it, he earned experience in his second class by safeguarding innocent people. He could still earn experience through killing but the system seemed to be able to distinguish what act he was stopping and the experience could be reduced.

When the merchant was safely behind Ska and away from the area of battle, and before the man finished his rambling, Ska burst into motion.

It seemed the men had been expecting it as they drew weapons and readied spells, but they hadn’t expected Ska’s explosive speed. They chose resistance and Ska snarled in approval.

The leader screamed as his spell went off, a crackling bust of energy flying harmlessly into the sky as Ska tore both his arms from his body, before kicking off the man to send him tumbling backward and redirecting his motion toward his next target.

The fight was over in less than a minute, with all of the men missing at least one limb. Ska walked around, dripping a bit of healing potion into the open wounds. It was enough to have them seal over to prevent the people from bleeding out but not enough to regrow the limbs. That would take a few days. Not that it would matter much. These people had attacked him. There was only one penalty for that. Ska wished he could just deal with the men now but there were laws and he had to follow them. Even if he found them asinine.

It was rare he actually got to fight in the city, most people were smart enough to give up when they saw him coming. Ska had taken a few hits, nothing major though. Most of the damage had been healed thanks to his magical claws. The rest was a badge of honor he wore proudly. He hoped Paul would return soon, he needed to get the runes redone as they were starting to lose their effectiveness. Ska stood there among the groaning and screaming men as he waited for his backup to arrive. He wondered if Martin would be available tonight to make some delicious food.

            

    
        Chapter 165: Dwindling returns

    
    
    
    
                Fiona and I scoured the forest for miles around the sinkhole but only found three more of the leech creatures. That was both good and bad. Good that they hadn’t spread further but bad for leveling.

I hadn’t gained a single level from the three creatures, but Fiona had gained five levels from her participation, making her Duelist class now level six. Which was admitted low, considering she had no real AOE abilities. Her Shackle skill came in the handiest as it prevented everything within a small radius from moving. That included every single leech the creature was made up of. Then all I had to do was burn the body to a crisp and move on.

After spending the better part of a day searching in vain for more of the disgusting swarm beasts, we moved on and headed back toward the fortress. Fiona had a large number of new abilities she wanted to test out and I was more than happy to assist.

***

After resting for a bit we both stood in a small clearing a short walk from the fortress. Our duel had already begun but we circled each other looking for an opening. Fiona was cognizant enough to steer clear of using her spectral form while I was using Consuming Void as my weapon. She didn’t want to feel the sting of spiritual damage, even if it would be healed after the fight ended.

I wasn’t about to put it away in exchange for my other weapon though. I had to take away at least one of her trump cards. Eventually, I made my move, blurring in with Blink Step, enhanced with Overcharge. She deflected my staff and I barely managed to dodge a quick thrust to my jugular as I danced away. I did feel a slight trickle of blood running down my neck. I guess I hadn’t been as successful at dodging as I thought. Still, the blow would have bounced off my armor if I had been wearing it. For this duel, I decided to go armorless seeing as Fiona still sported her pre-life armor that wasn’t even enchanted.

I tried getting in close a few more times but came away bleeding each and every encounter. This was a no holds barred match but I wanted to see how my skills with a staff had improved. Her armor sported a nasty dent when she had been a tad too slow to dodge one of my strikes.

I could see her breathing heavily as I twirled my staff and kept her out of range for her deadly blades. She had held back on using the Prismatic Rapier’s ability to release an energy wave. I wasn’t quite sure why but I would take it.

I watched her ready her blades a moment before they crossed over each other. There was a blinding flash followed by a searing pain in my shoulder. I jumped back, feeling the wind of a follow-up strike barely miss my chest. I quickly blinked away the blindness just in time to see another crescent of energy fly my way. I activated Point Defense and it blasted the energy wave with one of my own.

Fiona was hot on the heels of the attack though, racing through the obscuring dust cloud to try and close the distance. I stomped my foot on the ground, releasing Seismic Strike. Off-balance, Fiona stumbled to the side. I used the opportunity to fire off an Overcharged Arcane Bolt that hit her in the side.

I heard her hiss in pain as I activated my wings and soared into the air and out of her reach. I tried peppering the area around her with spells, but she was intercepting them with her blades instead of letting them land. I had to dodge a few of the spells she threw back my way and took the opportunity to heal.

The rest of the fight turned into a stalemate as I kept out of her reach but couldn’t do significant damage to her with my spells. Eventually, the fight came down to stats. I simply had too many and a much larger pool of mana to draw abilities from.

By the time it was over, I was victorious but exhausted and sweating profusely. Fiona simply collapsed on the ground and groaned.

“That was not a very chivalrous fight,” she lamented from her prone position.

“Screw chivalry, it's all about the win. I gotta say though, had you been able to flit about in your ghost form, I think this fight would have been over far quicker and with you as the winner.”

“Probably, but I gotta get used to not needing it. Besides, this was about learning my new abilities, not relying on old ones. If I wanted to do that I would have shackled you and just gone in for the kill.”

I grunted in acknowledgment. Despite her self-imposed handicap, the fight had gone on far longer than any fight I had had to date. It’s not like I held much back. She was just a nightmare to deal with in close combat. And with her ability to nullify or absorb and reflect spells, it made her impossible to fight outside of melee range for most spell casters. Add in her ability to turn into a specter which allowed her flight and increased speed and you had a very challenging opponent. I doubt even Ska could beat her now. Then again he would certainly give a good showing of it.

I was curious how she would fare against some of the tournament champions. She couldn’t be frozen in place by Tatiana and I doubt Hegar’s blood absorption abilities could cause her any trouble if she stayed incorporeal through the fight. Mr. Blaine’s abilities – while visually impressive – would not affect her thanks to her immunity to mind-affecting spells. That only left some of the previous fighters that both Ska and I easily dealt with. No, I think if she competed to her fullest, there is no doubt who would come out on top.

We decided to rest the remainder of the day before heading back into the plains to fight gorlophants again.

***

The return to the plains was uneventful and we actually managed to separate two gorlophants, off doing what amounted to gorlophant love. That’s as far as I wanna go on that topic, and wished it was all I had been privy to myself.

I refrained from using the cage at first, testing out my new strategy. I rushed in and cast Silence. The spell had to have the weirdest word-of-power of all spells in my Mantra Enchanter class. It was like a warbling noise but instead of sound, it was the absence of it.

My momentary surprise almost got me flattened as the angry male charged me. His angry bellow was contained by the spell, however, and none of the closer herd members came to assist in his plight.

While I dodged the angry male, Fiona was carving up the legs on the female to keep her within the zone of my spell. I danced around the large beast’s swinging trunk as it tried to bat me away and hit it with an energy lance from only a few feet away.

Despite Silence, I wasn’t as limited as I had been when I was using the Cage. Most of the spells I acquired in my second class didn’t require a verbal component, making them ideal in this situation.

The beast stumbled as my spell blew off one of its rear legs. That had come as a surprise to me considering how annoying tough these creatures were. Something about my silence spell must have prevented the creature from activating its protection. The only thing I could figure it being was the bellow they gave out before charging.

I smiled, this fight was going to be easier than I had thought.

I, of course, was proven wrong less than a minute later when the effects of Silence wore off. The creatures were nearly down but the female managed to get off a cry to her packmates. We had just enough time to finish them off and high tail it out of there before a group of ten nearly cut off our retreat. But it had been worth it.

The two, level twenty-six creatures had netted me another level, upping Maw of the Void to eighteen. Fiona had really made out like a bandit in the exchange, gaining six levels in her Duelist class. That put her at level twelve in her second class after only two days. If I had any hope of beating her in a heads-up fight that was now gone. I got to see her new skills in play during our next gorlophant assault and it was impressive.

I especially liked how she seemed to cause all the other gorlophants to ignore her as they focused on me. It was only a group of three in total, but still. I hadn’t been able to get Silence off before they bellowed and rushed us but this pack was quite a ways from any others. They also weren’t nearly as high of a level being only twenty-two but that was fine.

I dashed out of the way of a magically enhanced charge, tearing a thin line down the creature's tough hide with my staff. I managed to activate Festering Wound but didn’t have time to activate Corrupting Touch or Calcifying Strike before I got clipped in the shoulder by a large rock, picked up, and thrown by the other attacker.

I was thrown to the ground and had to quickly dodge trampling feet as the one I attacked was panicking as the wound grew worse. I wasn’t completely successful in my dodging as one of the hoofed paws smashed down on my hand with a crunch. I choked back a scream as I finished rolling away, putting the wounded gorlophant between me and his buddy before I started healing my injured hand.

That didn’t seem to phase the other one though as it plowed into its companion, almost pushing it over on top of me if it wasn’t for a quick cast of Wings of the Falcon to take me out of harm's way.

I whipped my staff down in an arc sending an Overcharged Shockwave at the charging brute. The creature stumbled to a stop and shook its head, trying to clear the effect of the spell. I didn’t wait to let it as I switched out my weapon for Dominion and Destruction and came crashing down with the full force of the lion’s head enchantment on the beast's skull.

There was a hollow thud as the creature's entire body rippled from the impact and it crashed to the ground. I hit both beasts with Frostwave and Corrupting Touch, followed by Calcifying Strike.

This guaranteed they would die even if we had to flee. I looked to see how Fiona was faring. She looked bloodied and I saw that the creature she was fighting had blood dripping down one of its horns. But that beast looked nearly spent as it bled from hundreds of shallow cuts. I quickly healed Fiona, glad that she could now accept healing from me again, and got back to finishing off my targets.

***

We kept at it for another few days but the gorlophants were just too annoying to fight. They were smart enough to group up and almost always came to the assistance of others in trouble. In that time Fiona had only gained two more levels as we were forced to restrict our attacks to lower-level groups.

As we were doing another sweep I saw Fiona pause. I stopped as well, waiting to see if she had located an acceptable target. She motioned me over and I quickly jogged the six hundred feet separating us. It wasn’t until I got within a few feet that I felt it.

“Is that what I think it is?” I asked.

“I believe so, want to go check it out.”

“As if I would give up a chance to clear out another horde dungeon,” I replied with a big grin.

            

    
        Chapter 166: A new horde

    
    
    
    
                It took some searching to pin down the location of the dungeon but we eventually found it. At first, we had mistaken the rocks peaking from the grass as nothing but scattered boulders. There had certainly been enough of those throughout the grassland. But as we got closer, you could see the cut surfaces and even cornerstones marking where the buildings had once stood. All that remained now was a few scattered and weather-worn rocks to mark what had once been a massive structure.

We had overlooked it for the simple fact that every horde dungeon we had come across had been some insect burrow. But the entrance to this one proved to be a trap door set in the crumbling remains of a basement.

Another oddity was the fact that no creatures were spilling from the entrance as almost all other dungeons seemed prone to. The only one that didn’t feature this was the undead dungeon Fiona and I braved so long ago.

“You think this is another undead dungeon?” I asked, coming to a stop near the closed doorway.

“That seems likely given its location. Still want to give it a go?”

“Might as well, but keep an eye out for traps. Also, here, take this,” I said, pulling out a mace from my ring and handing it to her.”

“Thanks, but don’t expect to sleep with me after we’re done with this dungeon,” she replied with a straight face.

I choked in surprise and spluttered. “Wha- I- Tha- That wasn’t what I was thinking at all.”

She just laughed. “You were way too tense, now let’s go kill some undead.”

I glared at her reproachfully but she was right something about undead dungeons just got to me. “Just open it will you.”

She heaved the heavy iron ring and the door protested but eventually opened. And the world went white for a split second as a blast threw me into the air. I landed with a grunt as all the air was pushed out of my lungs upon impact.

If it wasn’t for my armor absorbing most of the impact I was pretty sure that blast might have killed me. I would worry about my health later though as I levered myself off the ground slowly and painfully, every bone in my body feeling like I had just run a marathon. I looked over to see if Fiona was ok. She was alive but fighting off three armored skeletons, with more rising around the ruins every second.

I felt my body heating up as it slowly absorbed the energy from the armor, strengthening it. I quickly cast Rejuvenate on Fiona and Healing Touch on myself as I got to my feet. Dominion and Destruction was already a blur in my hand as I batted away rusty blades that sought to slice me apart or stab through my squishy bits.

I had barely enough time to use Identify on the creatures.

Corpse Knight | Level 28

I had expected the dungeon to be a higher level but this was nuts. I batted away another stab that skittered across my chest armor before Imbuing my staff with water and ice. Elemental damage wouldn’t harm the undead much but it would enhance my next spell.

Regenerating Rain poured down on one of the skeletons and it burst into pinpricks of bright flame where the water touched it. Two closer skeletons were also hit by the increased radius of the spell, giving me time to reposition and blast another with an Energy Lance. I also tried stealing a skill to see if the undead counted as sapient, they did not.

The shockwave of my Energy Lance attack blew another skeleton apart and sent two more tumbling to the ground, not much more than shattered bones. I did a quick check on Fiona and saw she was holding her own against seven or eight more skeletons. I was now extremely glad she had decided to take the duelist class.

“Fiona! Go spectral, I have a plan.”

“Well, hurry it up, I can’t keep this up much longer!” she yelled in response.

I blasted another knight with my mana cannon and started casting Eye of the Storm. I was forced to dodge a few blades and take a stab to my torso but I got the spell off.

The remaining water from regenerating rain was sucked into my spell, giving the driving maelstrom of wind, water, and ice a touch of holy damage as well.

That didn’t stop the undead from trying to push through my spell and I had to kick a few into the storm, taking a nasty slash across my leg for my effort. I kept it up though as Fiona joined me in the center, returning to her physical form to fight off anything that broke through. She had the mace I had given her in one hand and the Prismatic rapier in her other. The sword wasn’t much good against the undead but the energy attack it delivered was effective at pushing them back if not outright carving through their bodies.

I continued the spell for a full thirty seconds, blowing through a large portion of my mana but the effects were worth it. Most of the undead were reduced to burning cinders from the holy damage. The five that weren’t were not well off and Fiona and I were able to deal with them.

Once the last undead fell, I healed us both and sat exhausted on a short stone wall.

“Still want to explore this dungeon?” I asked tiredly.

We did go in, probably not the wisest move but it was hard to pass up the chance for more stat points. The open trapdoor led into a blackened stairway that led down.

“I’m not sure who’s the tankiest one here, but I think I’ll go first,” I said, looking into the darkness.

“Probably for the best, I only survived that blast through sheer luck and being able to phase out before it hit me as I was behind the opening door.”

“Remind me to make you some new armor,” I added before crossing the threshold of the dungeon.

You have entered Carthan’s Forgotten Legion: Level 30 horde dungeon. Recommended team size of 6 people level 25 in at least one class or higher

I winced at the level. While the main mobs might be a bit lower, probably around twenty-eight going by what we fought above, the boss would likely be over level thirty. There was no way we were making it through all of the waves. If we managed through a hundred I would be surprised.

The bottom of the stairs led out into the crumbling remains of a training area. Broken weapon racks lined the walls and the once tan sand was stained a dark red of dried blood. The combatant’s having shed that blood now rising from the arena floor to take up new arms against the interlopers.

Over a dozen skeletons, most wearing rusted and bloody armor and carrying similar weapons, ran at the two of us. The rattle of bones against steel set my nerves on edge and made me really want to just leave. But I endured and cast a wall of Brimstone in the path of three charging skeletons.

Not even their rusty equipment survived passing through the wall. The problem came when one of the unarmored skeletons passed through. Instead of being burned to a crisp like his fellows, he emerged out the closer side engulfed in flames and heading straight for us.

My eyes went wide and I quickly backed away and cast Regenerating Rain, to both smother the fire and deal holy damage to the skeleton. But not before the skeleton gathered the flames into a ball in its hands and projected them toward us like a flame thrower.

“Look out!” I shouted, diving to the side to avoid the hellfire that shot our way.

I felt the passing heat burn my skin through my armor as it splashed against the wall behind us. Left in its wake was glowing melted rock. I rolled to my feet and snapped my staff out at the unarmored skeleton with a resounding boom, throwing it back across the room through the force of the lion’s head enchantment.

I did manage to get an identify off on the second skeleton.

Damned Skeletal Cleric | Level 29

I groaned as I read that and watched the undead cleric rise from the far wall. Sickly green light covered its body and the other injured skeletons, healing them to full. The only ones not healed were the ones turned to ash by my fire.

I already knew this dungeon was going to suck.

***

It took Fiona and my combined effort to kill off the two clerics quickly enough for their healing to be overwhelmed. If Fiona hadn’t been able to get the other skeletons trapped by her Shackles, it wouldn’t have been possible as they constantly harassed us.

With the two clerics out of the way, another quick Brimestone wall took care of the remaining knights.

I looked around the room in confusion. “Does something feel off about this dungeon to you or is it just me?”

“Now that you mention it, yeah… where is the next wave of undead?”

We found out after clearing the next room, which turned out to be some sort of barracks. Thankfully it was only filled with skeleton knights. As we were finishing up, the unmistakable sound of bones clattering against metal resounded from the previous room we had just cleared. Into the barracks room poured the same twelve skeletons we had killed originally. If that wasn’t bad enough, as we fought those, the ones in the current room, we had just killed, were starting to glow and reassemble themselves.

We made a quick decision after clearing the path. This place was too dangerous to be caught between two groups of enemies. Dying for the sake of maybe one stat point each wasn’t worth it. So we fought our way back to the entrance and back up the stairs. All the while the undead kept reconstituting, even from my Brimstone. I used Shockwave with the lion’s head to send the knight I was fighting tumbling down the stairs. Now clear, I rushed out of the basement and Fiona slammed the entrance closed.

With some metamagic, I pulled the rock walls of the basement down on top of the dungeon entrance.

“Well… that fucking sucked. Let’s not do that again,” I stated tiredly.

“Sorry about that, I thought it was finally my chance to gain some stat points since I missed out on the last ones,” Fiona replied.

“Don’t put this all on you, I wanted to go in as well. I should have listened to my gut and called it off. Especially after we had a hard time fighting off the undead outside of the dungeon. Anyway, let's get out of here and get some rest, I'm beat.”

Fiona eventually nodded, finally looking away from the rubble covering the dungeon entrance. I understood her desire to grow stronger, but some things just weren’t worth it. I’m sure we would come across another horde dungeon eventually. Hopefully one of a lower level.

            

    
        Chapter 167: On the move

    
    
    
    
                Seeing as the dungeon was a bust, Fiona and I returned to the fortress and decided to see what was across the plains.

It was certainly the largest single terrain feature I had ever seen and seemed almost endless as we flew across it day after day. Every few miles would be small clumps of the gorlophants, grazing away on the tall grass, but little else. The only other thing of note were the errant boulders or small ruins we flew over, now that we knew what to look for.

Even the largest terrain feature consisted of only a small hill, maybe five feet tall. It made me wonder what was even worth protecting out in such a desolate area that necessitated that lost legion or the ruins. Other than that one horde dungeon, there hadn’t even been another dungeon in sight, or nothing to show they were around. We checked every notable landmark we came across to be sure.

The landmass also gave me a new sense of scale for how big Earth had grown. I knew a bunch of other worlds and bits of worlds had been smashed together but if just this one plain was as large as half the united states, it was seriously mind-boggling how much space there was now. A person could lose themselves in just the new areas and probably not visit everything during their lifetime.

The fourth day was when I finally saw a change in the landscape. The endless field of grass was finally making way for hot springs that released steam into the late afternoon air. It wasn’t the only change, however. Beyond a dozen or so tiers of hot springs was a town, the walls clearly visible from miles off.

It was such a surprise after so long seeing nothing that I hadn’t even thought to engage the cloak on the fortress, as we had been conserving power across the grassland. That proved to be a mistake as I spotted a group of armed people storming out of the town and down a winding road toward our direction.

“I see we are making more friends,” Fiona quipped.

“Yeah, seems like a trend with me. I say we ignore the locals and be on our way?”

“I could go check the city out?” she offered.

I mulled over the offer for a bit before nodding. “Alright, but hold onto the token, since you can no longer locate me as your bond is gone, you’ll need it to find the fortress. I’ll try to find a secluded place to set down, but I’m not seeing anything close by.”

“Fair enough, see you in a few days.”

Before she vanished through the bomb hole, I shouted a word of warning. “Don’t get into trouble, I don’t want to have to come to find you.”

She gave me a jaunty salute and dropped into the tube, disappearing from view.

I sealed up the hole and engaged the stealth system, changing direction right after to lose my pursuers.

***

Fiona dropped through the hole with nervous excitement. In her old life, she hadn’t been much of a stealthy person, no real need for it as a town guard. But she had grown to like stalking from the shadows and being able to slip away unnoticed.

That feeling had only been tempered by the ever-present compulsion to return to her companion. It slowly ebbed as she leveled and almost completely went away when she first gained the ability to retake mortal form. She was thankful that Paul was generous enough to allow her her freedom during this time. But the feeling always returned, making her antsy until she returned to his side.

It left her conflicted because she loved Martin, but couldn’t be separated from Paul. That was until she hit level twenty. When that happened the feeling went away completely and for the first time in half a year, she felt free.

She didn’t tell Paul this, mainly because she didn’t want to hurt his feelings, or make him relapse into the bottomless pit of despair he had been in when she first returned. So instead she made herself a good friend and continued traveling with him during this latest urge to grow stronger and protect everyone. She knew it was partly brought on by what happened with that Javier person.

She understood the reasoning behind his drive but it was misplaced. If he only stopped and thought about it he would realize that his friends could take care of themselves.

Her musing stopped as she floated near the group of humans that had come to intercept the fortress.

They were milling about on horses, looking around in concern to try and spot the fortress. They would have better luck picking out a single blade of grass in the endless plains she thought ruefully. She did note that they were wary about entering the grassland at all, remaining near the pools instead.

Without an identification ability, she was unable to determine levels or classes in the group clustered below. So she remained high enough out of their range to avoid any possible detection herself. True Invisibility said she was invisible from all forms of detection but she knew there were ways around any supposed skill. Another ghost trap, for example, didn’t need to detect her in her current form, it would simply trap her inside.

She wasn’t as concerned about those anymore. But the thought of being trapped still gave her goosebumps, so she played it safe and followed the group back to the city as they kept an eye out for anything out of the ordinary.

***

Mugat scanned the sky a final time with concern before heading back for the city. He knew the Chief would not be happy that the object had vanished. Mugat found it troubling enough himself that it had appeared from the endless grasses. Ever since the city had appeared in this new world, his people had been hesitant to explore their surroundings very far.

The hot springs were a comfort as they allowed the city a feeling of safety from the massive beasts of the plains. But trying to hunt those creatures turned out to be a death sentence. They had killed the previous Spear. That one ill-fated trip had cost four other men their lives and thrust Mugat into the Spear position well before he was ready.

Now there was the ill omen of the floating and disappearing rock. It was almost too much for him to take and he had to calm his racing heart by taking slow deep breaths and mentally reminding himself that he had strong allies to back him up.

“Spear! Why are you back so soon, what of the object?” someone demanded as he passed through the gate.

Mugat winced, not having expected the Chief to debase himself so far as to meet him at the gate. He had hoped to put off reporting to the man for a few hours but it seems like that was no longer an option.

“Apologies, Chief, by the time we made it down the path toward the endless grass, the object had vanished from sight. We attempted to locate it using a few spells but were unable to find it in the vicinity. Perhaps it was just a strange mirage?” Mugat offered weakly.

“A mirage you say,” the man seemed to chew over Mugat’s words. “Yes, obviously a mirage. Our city is perfectly protected behind our walls and with our stout warriors,” he announced loudly, playing it up for the gathered crowd.

There was a tentative round of applause from the crowd as Mugat bowed awkwardly, not really understanding what was going on. Obviously, the object was not a mirage, so why did the Chief agree with him.

“Now, you men must be tired from your activities. Mugat, we haven’t spoken in person since you took over the Spear position. How about you join me and my wife for dinner tonight. I like to get to know the people defending the city.

Mugat bowed again, “It would be an honor, Chief Harar.”

The chief gave a curt nod and walked off. With his vacancy, the crowd slowly left. Mugat heard some whisperings about how the Chief was a fool and they were all doomed but he kept that information to himself.

***

Fiona had easily followed the group of men back to the town. She found the interactions with the town leader to be a bit bizarre but chalked it up to not wanting to panic the townsfolk. Already she could sense heightened tension in the air. It was little things, people jumping at unknown sounds, furtive looks, and avoiding any dark corner like their life depended on it.

She was curious to find out more but chose to follow this Mugat fellow around, seeing as he might lead to information from the source.

There was very little in the way of chatter between Mugat and the men with him. Once they reached a stable, they tied up their horses and all went their separate ways. Fiona watched Mugat stand there for a bit, eying his horse and the gate with longing. Eventually, the man let out a quiet sigh and walked off.

‘What is up with this town,’ she wondered.

The man didn’t do much, he wandered to a small home, cleaned up, and headed back out. It wasn’t hard to determine his destination. It was the largest house in the village, placed on a small rise to make it seem even grander. The homes in the village had large peaked roofs covered in tiles that sloped steeply and had a large ridge running along the center that dipped down sharply on either side and ended in large overhangs that covered a walkway along the entire second floor.

Fiona had seen similar architecture in some of the books Martin had collected and recalled they were Japanese in design. These buildings weren’t quite the same but were of a similar design.

A well-manicured garden of stones and shrubs surrounded the property, making it feel majestic, if a bit out of place amongst the smaller homes of the lower class in the city. She understood a castle when she saw it though, even if its form was completely different.

The man named Mugat followed a servant as she ushered him around the first-floor walkway and toward the back of the property. Lush walls covered in some sort of vine blocked out the sights and noise of the city. And in the center of the rock garden was a small gazebo that mimicked the architecture of the main house but with four roof sections coming to a central point. Under that gazebo sat the Chief. There was a table, set with two plates but three seats.

***

Mugat wanted to leave as soon as he saw the table setting. This was obviously not a social visit. It was only confirmed a moment later when the silent one pulled out a chair with an empty placing and motioned him to sit. He had no choice but to comply as he took the seat.

“Good, now that you’re here we can discuss matters frankly,” the Chief stated in an unfriendly tone.

Mugat just swallowed a lump in his throat and remained quiet.

“You almost made me look like a fool out there today. You best watch your tone or I will have you replaced.”

Mugat knew the man couldn’t legally take his position from him but there were other ways to handle that.

“Now, what of the flying stone, and don’t get flippant with me.”

Mugat relayed everything he and his men had witnessed, which wasn’t much. As soon as it was spotted his men saddled horses and rode out to challenge it. About halfway there, the thing simply vanished from the sky and they couldn’t find it again so they rode back.

The Chief was about to respond when a small wind chime tinkled. Mugat didn’t think anything of it but the Chief looked over in puzzlement. When it tinkled again he stood up, throwing his chair back.

“Who’s there, show yourself!”

***

Fiona had fled the estate as soon as she realized she was discovered. How the little chime had detected her, she didn’t know but she had a good estimation on how close she could get to it before it went off now, if she chose to go back. She didn’t feel like it was important at this moment and instead flitted about the town listening to different conversations.

            

    
        Chapter 168: A town on the edge

    
    
    
    
                It soon became clear to Fiona that something was hunting the citizens of the town. It's why they avoided dark alleys, looked about in trepidation, and jumped at noises. It seemed like the Chief was trying to keep this information contained but rumors had spiraled out of his control after people started going missing.

Seeing as she was in a unique position, she decided to float over the city for a night to see what showed up.

Most people were smart and locked themselves in at night, not braving the uncertain streets. But there were always a few fools. On this night it was a drunk man. She watched him stumble past the mouth of an alley and something dark reached out and pulled him in with a scream.

She was already racing to that alley to see if she could stop whatever this thing was but by the time she arrived the man and whatever had taken him was gone. The only thing that remained was a few drops of blood to show what had transpired.

Fiona decided she may be over her head alone so she raced out of town to locate Paul and the fortress.

***

“I know you told me about the issue but can you explain this creatures to me again?” I asked as we walked toward the town.

I went a bit overkill with hiding the fortress and we were over a day's flight from the town in a small forest. I hadn’t seen any roads on my way south from the town so figured it was safe enough for a few weeks, seeing as I had activated the defenses.

“Not much to tell, I was quite a distance away when it struck. Dark clawed hands reached out from an alley and pulled the man in and by the time I got there it was gone.”

I scratched my stubble in thought. “Fair enough. What about this Chief or the Spear person?”

“The Chief is a typical politician as far as I could tell. He seemed more concerned about keeping up appearances than trying to resolve the issue. But I could be wrong from the few minutes I was able to listen in. As for Mugat the Spear, which I assume is something like a guard captain, he seemed a bit out of his depth.”

“What do you think their response will be when they see us coming?”

“They are on edge with the attacks within the city, so probably pretty aggressively. I couldn’t tell you what level any of them were but you might want to take a soft touch when we approach,” she stated directly.

“I can have a soft touch,” I argued back.

She just snorted.

***

It took two days of walking before the town appeared on the horizon. There had been a few monster attacks but nothing above level ten. Certainly nothing like the gorlophants that lived below the hills. From my experience, the surrounding ecosystem was usually a good indicator of average level.

Our approach didn’t go unnoticed for long as a group of five men rode out to meet us. I still had my second class hidden and my main class set to eighteen but with Fiona beside me, there wasn’t any way of hiding her current level.

We stopped and waited for the men to approach, my new armor was stored and I had my old set equipped, which still sported some damage from previous fights. I figured it would make me look a bit less intimidating.

The men circled around us, coming to a stop after they had us surrounded but at quite a distance. They were all wearing some boiled leather armor with plates of metal riveted over sensitive areas of the body. The design more closely resembled my Mantle of Oroboros armor than my Mage Bane armor that I was currently wearing, with its more brigandine style made from small fingers of metal.

“Who are you and why are you coming toward Huran?”

Fiona had described Mugat to me so I knew the man talking was him.

“We were traveling through the area and spotted the town. We figured we could stop for supplies and rest a few days before we continue,” I replied.

The man looked dubious at my statement but didn’t call me on it. His eyes did widen a bit at seeing Fiona and I figured he was checking her level. I chose to do the same.

Mugat | Huranian Spearman | Level 15

I was surprised at his level, expecting something closer to ten. His other men weren’t far behind ranging from thirteen to fifteen to match him.

“Well, far be it from me to turn away travelers. Where do you hail from if I may ask?”

“I’m Paul, and we come from a town called Saint June,” I replied, technically true.

“Hmm, I’m not familiar with that city are you a local from this world?”

“I am, but my friend, Fiona, here is not,” I added, gesturing to Fiona.

“Well met, my name is Mugat. Our town doesn’t have much to offer but hospitality is not among the things we lack. Our Chief may summon you to meet with him as you are the first travelers we have encountered since we were transported to this world. I hope this is acceptable.”

“That will be fine,” Fiona replied.

The man nodded slightly and his men put up their weapons but kept an eye on us as we moved as a group toward the town in the distance. A few were eying Fiona with a bit more than weariness. I wanted to laugh at that, picturing one of them trying to make a move on her but thought better of it with how tense these people were.

As we rode through the gate, the atmosphere inside was even worse than Fiona had stated. Going by her expression it had changed dramatically in the few days we had been gone.

“Please follow me,” Mugat beckoned after he had dropped off his horse at the stable. “We do not have an inn, so you and your traveling companion may stay at my house.”

“That’s kind of you but we couldn’t possibly impose,” Fiona replied.

“Nonsense, what sort of host would I be if I failed to find adequate lodging for guests. You need not worry about a wife or children bothering you, as I am unmarried.”

I wasn’t surprised at that seeing as the guy didn’t look much older than twenty. With the system in place, there wasn’t a rush to marry as you could live a long healthy life in almost peak condition.

The other men had gone their separate way after the stable, so I chose this time to spring my question on Mugat.

“Mugat, is there something you aren’t telling us? The people of your city seem a bit… tense.”

I saw Mugat’s eyes flicker over to me but he kept his head facing forward. It took him a minute to respond, uncertain if whether he should tell us. “We have been having some issues in town during the night.”

“Oh, what sort of issues?” I inquired further, hoping he would tell us himself.

An even longer pause followed that question as he glanced around.

“Perhaps I will tell you over dinner,” he politely replied.

I nodded, keeping an eye on the townsfolk as we walked. It was weird watching people walk in groups, but avoiding any shadowy corner. Even Mugat wasn’t immune to the fear as he crossed over streets instead of crossing in front of alleys. I glanced into one of these dark alleys but saw nothing out of the ordinary. I was starting to build a hypothesis about what could be snatching people though. Some form of shadow creature seemed the most likely culprit but it was too soon to tell. It had to be at least intelligent as it would ambush people from what Fiona was able to discover.

Soon our walk ended in front of a modest building sharing the same Japanese style décor as the rest of the town sported. I had never been to Japan personally but I had seen the buildings in books and on TV and the design looked slightly off. Maybe it was the way the locals dressed in a more old Roman toga style than Japanese Kimonos. I guess it made sense since this wasn’t a Japanese building. It did tell me that this region was relatively warm year-round. At least before the merging of our world with part of theirs. But we had to be closer to the equator so it probably would stay that way.

Then again I had no idea if the entire continent was shifted from its previous position. The farthest north I had been was where I was camping when everything went to shit. I knew North was still North as my compass in the fortress worked properly. It gave me a lot to think about and an itch to find out. Still, I had commitments at the moment that I couldn’t just shove off on my friends. Once those were taken care of, then perhaps.

Mugat’s home was pretty spartan. There was a kitchen with a dining table that could fit four if you didn’t mind being elbow to elbow. A bedroom, separated by a linen sheet as a door and a central area that contained the kitchen and dining room were the only two rooms in the dwelling.

“I apologize for the lack of amenities. I have bedding that both of you can use. It doesn’t get very cold at night so a light blanket should keep you warm. The outhouse is out back and if you don’t mind eating outside we can sit at the table in my back yard while we dine.”

“That will be fine, Mugat, you have been more than generous,” I offered.

The man gave a slight bow, “very well, I will prepare dinner.”

It didn’t take long for Mugat to cook a stew-type dish, pulling fresh ingredients from a storage ring on his hand. His yard wasn’t as ostentatious as Fiona said the Chief’s was, but it was well cared for, with a circular table in the center of a rainbow-colored rock garden. A small stream ran through the back, separating his house from the one across.

“You have quite the lovely house,” Fiona stated.

It was true, while small and simple, it put my old house back north to shame.

“You are too kind. I only wish I could spend more time relaxing here. Sitting outside and enjoying a meal is one of my favorite activities. But being the Spear, I have other responsibilities.”

“Spear?” I inquired.

He smiled, “a fancy name, but I believe most cultures just refer to it as a guard captain or commander. It just means I will be the tip of the weapon defending our city. But enough about me, as a local from this world, I am much more interested in your journey so far. Judging by both of your levels it must have been quite harrowing.”

I relayed a couple of the stories of our adventures together. The man seemed genuinely interested in what happened beyond his small town. Well, it was small in comparison to Houston or Saint June, but it was larger than Arman had been.

“That is fascinating. I wish I could explore this new world.”

“Why can’t you?” I asked in confusion.

He let out a sigh. “My position is for life, to give it up is to be labeled a traitor and a coward. Plus I would be leaving the people without a Spear. The knowledge of that alone would eat at me.”

“… Ok, fair enough. So about these issues, your town is suffering?” I asked, changing the subject.

It seemed he was about to tell us when his eyes widened and he stood up. “Silent One, what do I owe the honor of your visit?”

I turned around to see a slight woman walk gracefully from the house, holding a rolled parchment. Without saying anything she handed it to Mugat with an imperceptible bow, before turning to Fiona and me, handing one to each of us in turn.

I was curious to see what sort of person made Mugat so deferential so I used Identify.

Silent One | ??

I raised an eyebrow at the obviously hidden information and received a smirk from the woman in reply, that disappeared almost instantly.

“We are being summoned to the Chief’s to attend dinner. I apologize, I should have seen this possibility happening tonight.”

“That’s fine, Mugat, we would be happy to meet with your Chief.”

“Yeah, Mugat, no worries, your dinner was lovely though,” Fiona added.

It seemed our time pumping Mugat for information was over, time to see what the Chief was willing to reveal to us.

            

    
        Chapter 169: Vetting process

    
    
    
    
                The three of us followed the silent woman as she led us to the Chief’s residence. It was easy to tell how opulent the place was, even more so than Fiona’s description. I noticed pillars carved from some sort of ivory. Just the amount of detail work put into items meant to hold up a roof was beyond the norm.

At first, I thought they looked a little like runes but I felt no magical power emanating from them. There also wasn’t any connecting structure to the designs, almost like it was random. I knew true randomness wouldn’t look as good as this effect though.

Besides the intricately carved columns, there were the golden filigreed beams overhead. The design was more subdued there, as it ran across the beams like branches, with leaves of gold. I didn’t quite understand why someone would build that much detail into something most people would overlook but I could at least admire the craftsmanship that went into the design.

The outer walls of the building were wooden paneled and displayed a vibrant mural of mountains, rivers, and flowering trees that tied in with the golden filigree overhead. I felt something slightly magical from the mural, and maybe that would explain how it looked to be freshly painted when you could tell the building was old. Like really old. If you’ve ever visited ancient landmarks, you know the feeling.

We came around the side of the house and into a sprawling backyard. Blindingly white stone made up the majority of the rock garden, only broken by pure black boulders that sat as focal points to contrast the whole thing. Tall walls surrounded the area, covered in thick vines with the center of the garden being occupied by the gazebo that Fiona mentioned.

After seeing the detail on the house, the gazebo was almost bland by comparison. Thin and smoothly polished white and black speckled columns of marble supported the four sides. The roof was a similar dark grey clay tile as the main house. But the floor was what really caught my eye.

It wouldn’t have been clear to someone who hadn’t had a class designed to draw magical circles, but thanks to my acquisition of the Hex Circle skill, even though I got rid of it, I could see the magical diagram for what it was. I had no idea what it did, but I knew it was magical in nature. The design was inlaid into the creamy white stone floor in silver geometric lines.

A table with a slightly overweight man sat in the center of the design. Around that table sat four chairs of a rather subpar design compared to everything else.

We each took a seat at the round table, Mugat to the left of the Chief, Fiona off to his right, and me directly across from him.

“Thank you for accepting my invitation,” the man added after we sat.

I didn’t think our invitation was optional but chose to remain quiet on the subject.

“We can talk over food,” the man added, picking up a small silver bell and giving it one ring.

Four women appeared from a doorway carrying trays of food. To me, they all looked like younger versions of the Silent One. None of them spoke and as soon as they set the trays down in front of us, they disappeared back into the house, making the resemblance even eerier.

“Please, enjoy what little we have to offer,” The Chief gestured, removing the clay cover from his plate.

I shrugged, might as well dig in, I wasn’t too concerned about being poisoned with my stats and titles. I removed my cover as well, revealing three dishes. One looked like a thin soup or broth. Then there was the meat, shaped like a cube and sitting in a vibrant red sauce. The last was a small confection that looked to be made from fruit. It smelled wonderful.

“So, I hear you two are from a far-off town?” the Chief asked as he sipped on his thin soup.

“I suppose so.”

“That is fascinating, we don’t get many visitors to this secluded area, but that was before we were plucked from our world. I think you are the first to visit us since we arrived. How long did you have to travel to get here?”

“Maybe a week,” I replied, not wanting him to know just how long it took to get to his village. “We came from a town called Saint June.”

“Hmm, that is a name I am unfamiliar with. Was it a town in your world?”

I nodded as I sipped on the spicy broth mixture. It was time to ask some questions of my own. “Mugat told us your town is having some sort of issue?”

“Oh,” the Chief said, turning to face Mugat, who shrank in his seat. “He shouldn’t have burdened travelers such as yourself with our worries. But he spoke the truth.”

“Is there anything we can do to help?” Fiona asked.

The man paused for a moment while he pondered the offer. “Perhaps. We can discuss it further after our meal. I feel like the specifics may limit your appetite.”

The rest of the meal was filled with small talk, but any time I tried to bring the subject back around to the city, the Chief waved off my question or changed the subject. But the meal had come to an end, and I was a bit sad for that fact considering how delicious everything had been. Martin would have loved to get tips from the cooks.

“Now, before you start flooding me with questions, there is a small issue that needs to be taken care of,” The Chief stated seriously.

“Oh, and what is that?” I asked in curiosity, my mind still lamenting the end of the meal. Perhaps if I had been paying more attention I wouldn’t have been so surprised by the next action.

A bubble of teal energy radiated out from the center of the room, throwing me and Mugat from our seats and into the stone garden beyond. Fiona and the Chief were still sitting at the table, the Chief with a look of resolve, and Fiona one of surprise. I could tell something was wrong as Fiona hadn’t moved from her seated position.

Before I hit the ground, Mantle of Oroboros appeared on my body and Dominion and Destruction appeared in my hand. I rolled as I hit the rocks, coming up in a crouched position and looking around.

Mugat was also rising and I saw one of the Silent Ones standing nearby, holding a spear. When I turned around, I saw one near me as well, but she was holding a straight sword with a long tassel through a rung in the pommel. I was going to demand what was going on when I received a prompt.

Silent One wishes to challenge you to a duel. Accept Y/N

I took a moment to take in what was going on, realizing this was the same woman that we had followed to the mansion. I used Identify on her again out of habit and found her obfuscation turned off.

Mon Ying | Blade Dancer/Wind Spirit | 21/10

My eyes widened at this and she smiled in reply. Not the smirk of before, but a genuinely happy smile.

I turned back toward the gazebo and saw Fiona and the Chief talking about something. She didn’t seem in danger so I decided to see what this duel was all about, selecting yes.

There was a tinkling sound of laughter that flowed through the courtyard as Mon Ying took up a fighting stance, her blade held low and behind her.

My track record with fighting close combat classes was not exactly stellar but I was going to give it my all. If they had wanted to kill me they would have done it. No, this seemed more like some sort of test.

***

“What is the meaning of this!” Fiona yelled as the weird shield sprang into place, shoving Paul and Mugat out from under the gazebo.

“Please calm yourself, Miss Fiona, it is a simple test to see if they are worthy of the knowledge I am willing to impart.”

“Oh, and why am I still inside the bubble, and why can’t I move?”

“I will release you, but please don’t try to leave or harm me, it will only cause the Silent Ones to seek vengeance and neither of us wants that. As for why you weren’t pushed out, that has to do with your spiritual connection.”

“What does that have to do with anything!”

The Chief grimaced, “I apologize if this is rude behavior. But the information I contain could lead to the death of this entire town if given to the wrong person. When I saw your class, I had hoped we could reach an understanding. But before that can happen, everyone here must be vetted. No permanent harm will befall either of them, if they fail the duel, I will simply ask them, and you to leave our town.”

***

I avoided a quick slash of Mon Ying’s sword that had been aimed as an upward slice toward my chin. She deftly weaved her way back out of my reach as I struggled to try and even strike at her with my staff. It was like trying to fight a plastic bag twisting in the wind, where every swipe caused it to change direction.

The smaller woman swirled just beyond a quick slash of my staff, only a faint hint of frost coating her flowing dress.

The woman’s smile had gone from simple joy to ear-splittingly happy as our fight went on. She was obviously enjoying the challenge and heck, I was enjoying it more than I should be considering the actions that led up to the duel.

I learned early on that magic fired at her was a lost cause. She would weave out of the way of Arcane Bolts like a matador avoiding a charging bull. She used no spells that I could determine, meaning most of her abilities were tied to her fighting style, similar to Fiona.

While their first classes were similar, the outcome was drastically different. Fiona’s was more about controlling the forces of a fight and getting them to move how she wanted. And Mon Ying’s were more about avoidance and getting within your opponent's reach to strike a vital blow. Somehow Mon Ying’s style was much more fluid but that could be due to her secondary class.

I attempted to intercept her blade with my staff. Mon Ying didn’t cross swords or attempt to block, she simply avoided the attack altogether, following it up with a quick stab to my side.

I jerked sideways in pain, getting another slice across the arm as she danced away again. I had been ready for this one, using Earth Fist to try and trip her up. It slowed her down but she deftly avoided the obstacle but it gave me time to swing my staff around, dealing my first blow to the lithe woman.

The lion head met her side with all the power I could muster. The hit was solid but instead of being thrown across the courtyard, the woman simply floated farther away before landing. She did stop to look at the ice coating her dress. I swear if the woman could have smiled wider she would have.

Her stance changed, as she slightly crouched side on toward me, one hand on her sword and the other on the end of the pommel as the tip faced me.

I knew a buildup attack when I saw it, activating my wings only a moment before the air around her stirred. She shot forward like a bullet, her sword forced forward even faster by the hand at the back. I barely avoided the attack as I activated Blink Step and shot into the air.

There was a crack of displaced air as her attack finished. The side of the yard was in disarray as a straight line of destruction lanced through where I had been standing a moment ago.

I didn’t have time to be shocked as the icy water dripped from the ends of my staff. I whipped a large crescent in her direction with Stunning Gust.

Probably not the best use against a Wind Spirit I realized. There was a tinkling giggle on the wind again as the attack veered harmlessly away from her and she took up another fighting stance.

She stood with her eyes closed and the flat of the blade against her forehead a moment before she ripped it down with impressive speed.

I felt a massive burst of wind smash into my back and flatten me into the garden with little warning. I had to struggle against the buffeting winds just to stand, but flying was simply not possible.

So far she was getting the better of me in combat but her attacks were doing little damage thanks to my armor. Ranged abilities were going to be of little use against someone who could avoid them or slap them out of the air with little effort. That meant fighting her up close.

Seeing as I had no other options, I activated Charge. She began to move almost before I did, attempting to avoid my attack. But I activated Time Shudder, giving me just enough time to strike her with the dragon end of my staff. She had a surprised look on her face as a thick layer of ice coated her midsection.

For most opponents that would have been game over but she fought on. I took two long gashes and three more stab wounds before I was finally able to deplete her health to the point that the duel ended.

I fell down panting from the exertion of the fight. Mon Ying only gave me a slight bow in deference, her face now returned to a completely neutral expression with only a hint of mirth still dancing in her eyes. She looked completely fine like it hadn’t even been a mild workout for her.

I looked to Mugat to see how he was faring. It seemed his combatant was Earth-based as the smaller clone of Mon Ying moved slowly but deliberately, her spear striking out with immense strength.

Eventually, he too overcame his challenge and the shield around the Chief dropped. “I am sorry for the theatrics, but they were necessary as you will learn shortly. Now we can discuss what ails the town.”

            

    
        Chapter 170: The lies beneath

    
    
    
    
                I had to stop myself from leaping across the table and throttling the older man on the far side. It was a close thing, my rage barely kept in check by an almost imperceptible shake of Fiona’s head. I didn’t sit either, preferring to remain standing, my armor, and weapon at the ready.

I knew most of it was leftover adrenaline from my fight, but there was always the simmering pot of anger below the surface. It had been so long since I let my emotions out that I was ready to burst. I knew it wasn’t healthy but after Javier’s betrayal, it was going to be difficult to work my way back to normal. That had been another reason for this trip, mindless violence helped me get a grip on the caged beast and relieve some of the pressure. Apparently not enough if I was this wound up after what amounted to a friendly duel, even if it was done without consulting either of us.

“I understand your anger, outsider, but in order for you to help us, I need to tell you something only privileged people are allowed to learn.”

“And why would I bother helping you after that stunt you just pulled?” I asked, heat in my voice.

“Simple, because you are still standing here. But let me talk first, then you can decide if you truly wish to help, or you can simply be on your way. There will be no condemnation if that is what you chose.”

“Let’s hear him out, Paul,” Fiona added.

“Fine, but this better be worth it.”

I saw Mugat pull his chair back to sit next to the table as if nothing had happened. His armor looked rough but he was uninjured thanks to the match coming to an end.

“Very well, I will begin… at the beginning. Huran was established fourteen generations ago by Huran the Wise, a spiritualist of some repute back in his day. He chose this site, far from other towns or even roads for one simple reason, an ample supply of spiritual energy. His followers helped establish the small village that grew to what you see today. But somewhere along the line people lost their connection with the local spirits. Well, most people did anyway. As you may have noticed Mon Ying is one of only a handful of people blessed by a spiritual guide. And she only gained that blessing after her rise to level twenty.”

“I noticed,” I mumbled, glancing at the blond-haired beauty standing behind the Chief and off to the side.

The chief ignored my words as he continued his story. “We haven’t had a truly blessed child in two generations, one whose initial class is spirit touched. Not to say that Mon Ying or the others aren’t precious, as they certainly are. And not just for their levels but I will get to that shortly. This decline was noticed ten generations ago and was thought to be the result of people forgetting why they had chosen this location and their failures to properly rever the spirits in the land around us.”

“Why is this the first I have heard about this?” Mugat asked, interrupting the Chief, who glared back in disapproval.

“You were not vetted. Now let me speak and you will find out the full reason.”

Mugat grunted in annoyance but otherwise kept quiet. It seemed he wasn’t much happier about the situation than I was.

“As the power of the citizens’ defenders waned, we were set upon by other groups. This happened eight generations ago. The defenders were able to kill off the attackers at great loss to the spiritual experts at the time. That only seemed to hasten the decline of the city. So the remaining spiritualists and the chief got together and locked away the knowledge from those not touched by spirits.”

“Let me guess, the town was betrayed by someone from within, and that’s why you were attacked?” I cut in.

“That was the general consensus at the time as is written in the history every Chief and spiritualist receive access to. As the generations lived and died Spiritualists became a minority amongst the populous, then reduced even further to a few hundred, then a few dozen. Today our city only boasts five. Even I am not amongst those vaunted few and am privy to this information only due to my title.”

“That sucks and all but that doesn’t explain your actions,” I said flatly.

“I am getting there,” the man snapped back. “When I saw your friend's class, I thought perhaps you could help. But to help I first needed to relay this story. And before that could happen I needed to vet your skills as per rules set down and bound by magic long before my grandfather’s great grandfather walked among the living.”

“Alright, fair enough. So, what do you think we can do to help, considering you went through all this trouble?”

“The thing attacking people in the streets is a spirit of shadow or so I am told by the Silent Ones. It is searching for a host. It is the first spirit to actively seek a host since our earliest records. There were magical guides in place to prevent this sort of single-minded aggression from spirits but over time the wards have fallen into disrepair, all except a handful. We were hoping you and your friend could help guide this enraged spirit into one of these areas so we can determine who amongst our populace might be a fitting host.”

“That seems a bit like slavery… and what makes you think any of your people would fit these criteria anyway?”

“It is hardly slavery, a spirit and a mortal are like two sides of the same coin. For one to be here, the other must as well, yet we know not who it is. Someone young and without a class would be the most likely suspect but I can’t send out children to be slaughtered wantonly by this feral spirit. If our array was still fully functional the spirit and child would be able to sense each other and merge as one.”

“If it’s so dangerous why not kill it and be done with it?” I asked.

The Chief and Mon Ying both flinched back as if I had slapped them. “That would have dire consequences for everyone within this town. While the spirits no longer join with the citizens, they still slumber nearby within their own domains. They would clearly sense the death of one of their own kind and replace one problem with many, many more. Our best guess is our transfer to this world awoke one and caused it to seek out its other half.”

Honestly, I saw more spirits as a victory for the town. It meant more spirits to find bodies to inhabit. Then again, without these magical arrays, it would likely lead to many people dying before these spirits found what they were after. It also made me think their reverence toward the spirits was part of their initial problem. If the spirits had all gone to sleep, it was no wonder they weren’t bonding with anyone. It also explained why they only showed themselves to higher-level people.

Wait? Did that mean they forced Mugat to fight someone far above his level? How did he even win then? Unless she was only fighting at her strength to match his. Did that also mean Mon Ying was sandbagging me? I looked over at the woman and she gave me a small smirk in return.

Dammit, now I wanted a rematch while not hiding my full levels.

“If it can’t be killed how do you propose we drive it into these zones, and why haven’t you tried doing that yourself?” Fiona asked a question I dearly wanted an answer for.

The Chief looked uncomfortable at this question, which was good. If he answered it, it meant he was serious about needing our help. If he didn’t well, we would be on our way.

“We tried, and almost succeeded. But this spirit isn’t native to our homeland like the previous spirits I mentioned. While spirits seem to inhabit the same extra-dimensional space some can only enter into very specific worlds. This quirk has been known long before this city was established. It was because of this quirk that this land was so valued by the spiritualist founder. It was an open font for many different spirits, all capable of entering into our realm. Thankfully this connection wasn’t cut off when our existence was uprooted and moved here. In fact, it seems like more spiritual channels have opened, allowing for never-before-seen spirits to come and go as they please.”

The man paused to think about his next words as I watched him.

“While we know what a shadow spirit is, it is one of the more difficult spirits to capture as you might imagine. Able to slip away into the smallest shadow and reappear anywhere within the city. That is one reason I have had to deploy these chimes,” he said gesturing to an innocuous-looking windchime. “It can sense if hidden spirits get too close, a few days ago we had a visit from this hidden spirit, at the time i-“ Fiona held up her hand halting the man’s speech.

I wasn’t sure she should admit to being that hidden spirit but it was her choice.

“That… that was me, I was scouting your town,” she stated.

“You, but how?” he asked incredulously.

She took that cue to vanish from view, reappearing at the other end of the table only seconds later. The chimes tinkled softly the entire time she was invisible.

“One of my many skills related to my spiritual class,” she replied simply, walking back around the table to take her seat next to the shocked man and smiling Mon Ying.

“Well… Wait, does that mean you came from the flying rock?” he asked in astonishment.

She nodded, not offering any more information on the matter.

“Hmm… I’m not sure if this will help any, but it can’t hurt. Our main issue is corralling the spirit without getting the town riled up. It's bad enough they already suspect something and think I am doing nothing to resolve the issue,” he said, looking toward Mugat. Mugat flinched slightly in his chair.

I was aware of what had happened at the gate thanks to Fiona’s report so understood why the man was being defensive.

“You’re asking for a lot, Chief. You want us to help wrangle an almost impossible to capture spirit, without killing it or alerting the town to its presence. All while offering little in return. Now I consider myself a decent fighter, but my skill set doesn’t lie in hunting down spirits or capturing them. And I doubt Fiona would have much more advantage in that regard. So, why us?”

“I understand your reticence and didn’t expect you to have a skillset to help aid our endeavors. But since this spirit is from your world so to speak, it should be drawn to your friend here. At least more so than it was with our Silent Ones.,” he replied.

I noticed he didn’t answer my question about what he was offering in return.

“So you want to use her as bait?”

The man bristled, “I wouldn’t use such a vulgar term to describe what we are doing, but essentially yes. She will act as a beacon to help draw the spirit out until it is safely within our still active wards.”

“Call it what you will, she is bait, what if this spirit decides to attack her?”

“That shouldn’t happen, the wards should curb the anger of the spirit until we can find the chosen.”

“…Uh-huh, but didn’t you just say that your wards are failing, what if you only manage to capture an angry spirit and the part that is supposed to pacify it is broken, what then?”

The man spluttered but didn’t have an answer.

“Fiona, this is your call, since you’re the one that’s going to be in danger here.”

“Could you excuse us for a moment, I need to converse with my friend alone?” She said, standing up and walking toward the front of the house and out of sight.

I got up and followed her.

“Well?” I asked as we were far enough out of earshot, not to be heard.

“It’s a risk, I won’t deny that. But…”

“But what, the man hasn’t even offered anything in return, I’m not even sure what he has to offer that would make this worth our while.”

She shrugged, “we just need to find out. It seems they are desperate for this spirit to save their dying order so to speak. Besides, if I’m in danger I could use your staff,” she whispered the last part, barely loud enough for me to hear.

I quired my eyebrows at this, “you sure?”

“It should be fine as long as I don’t hit myself with it, not that I’ll be all that graceful, but still, I can take a hit or two.”

“Alright, as I said, it's your decision. Let’s get back before they think we changed our minds then. I'll let you negotiate the reward.”

            

    
        Chapter 171: The Hunt

    
    
    
    
                “I didn’t expect them to have hundreds of weak mana hearts they were willing to trade for our assistance,” I said as we walked behind another of the Silent Ones.

My first assumption that the Silent Ones were some weird harem was proven wildly inaccurate with this one, seeing as he was a man. Then again, I didn’t know how this society operated maybe they swung both ways. Who was I to judge?

“That’s because you get too defensive,” Fiona added flatly, “Martin told me an interesting saying, you catch more flies with honey.”

I grunted, “I’m familiar with it. I just don’t like being lied to and manipulated.”

“Nor do I, but you should still try to be nicer to people, at least when Martin or I am not here to smooth things over for you.”

I couldn’t deny that, but I wasn’t opening up to people I hardly knew anymore. Not after what happened with Javier. Once bitten twice shy so to speak. I knew I was being obstinate but it kept my friends from being hurt I was fine with alienating others. But this situation was Fiona’s choice so I would support her.

The Silent One came to a halt and motioned toward a faded line running through the cobblestone street.

I walked over to see what he was pointing out. It reminded me of those dividing lines some cities used to have to tell you that you stepped across some imaginary point into the next country over. There was a slight curve to the construction and it took me a bit to estimate the size of the circle. A rough estimate put it in the five hundred meter range. It was in rough shape as thousands of years of wear and tear had worn away at the enchantment.

What I saw, I couldn’t make heads or tails of. For one enchanting was more geometric design than the flowing style that runic design contained. Sure I could have some geometric stylization in my designs but that was mainly for separating the runic components. Enchantment reminded me more of a complex mandala made from intersecting straight lines and a magical script that I couldn't even begin to understand. And this was one of the working sections of the city, I couldn’t imagine how bad off the broken sections had become.

We had only come here to see where the working locations were and Fiona thought I might be able to fix some to give us a better chance at trapping the spirit.

I stood up and shook my head, “there isn’t anything I can do, even if I understood this mess,” I said, gesturing to the ground, “it's too damaged to know where to begin.”

“The hard way it is then,” Fiona said as if she had expected this outcome from the start.

“So you do have a plan?”

“Nope, not really” she replied.

I stopped, “what do you mean, nope?”

Fiona came to a stop and turned to face me, then she shrugged. “Hard to plan for something you’ve never encountered.”

“Then how do you figure to pull this off?” I asked in astonishment.

“Well, first we need to check the rest of these enchantment circles. Then we need to see if we can intercept the shadow spirit before it strikes again. Depending on how it reacts, then we can plan or we can fight it until it makes a mistake and enters one of the zones.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose and sighed, “fine, but I may be able to increase our chances to make this work.”

She winked at me, “I thought you might have something up your sleeve.”

“Yeah, yeah, let's just get these sites checked out, and I'll work on seeing if my idea is feasible or not.”

I grunted in annoyance as she smiled and turned around, hurrying after our guide.

I didn’t particularly like being put on the spot to save these people but I had been thinking over the issue since the Chief told us about it. It wouldn’t be the first time I had created something that affected spirits. This would be on a much larger scale though.

While we walked my mind began to go through dozens of possible runic combinations and designs for an item that could help in this situation. Materials would be slim picking, but the items didn’t need to last long once they were powered up. The problem I was having was if they would have an adverse effect on the Silent Ones or even worse the sleeping spirits.

Fixing the enchantment circles or creating new ones using runes would be the best outcome but I had neither the time nor incentive to go that far. Another idea popped into my head and I smiled. I think I could help Fiona with this spirit capture as well as the town, without too much effort.

***

Mugat rode with me out to the fortress while Fiona stayed behind in Huran. With my staff, she didn’t have much to worry about if the spirit attacked her but I needed my workroom to complete the needed items.

I had to stop Mugat from approaching too close as I dismounted from the horse and deactivated the defenses.

“How does something so large and heavy fly?” he asked, getting his first up-close look at the fortress.

“Magic,” I replied simply, giving him a smirk.

The man looked back at me with a deadpan face.

“Well, I thought it was funny. It’s enchanted, but that’s as much information as I am willing to disclose.”

“Very well, and you are sure it can make it back to the city quicker than the horses?” he asked, eying the fortress skeptically.

“Yup, It may not be as fast as a horse at full gallop, but it doesn’t get tired. Here, store the horses in this,” I said tossing him the storage item I used to keep Bella in.

He easily snatched it from the air and looked at it in confusion.

“It’s like a storage ring but safe to hold animals.”

“Ah,” he said simply, getting off his horse and touching it to the item. Both creatures disappeared into the ring.

“How long can they remain inside?” he asked.

“As long as you add food and water, they can remain inside indefinitely. Although they still age, and it's not really good for their temperament to leave them cooped up too long. A few days shouldn’t hurt them though.”

“Very well,” Mugat replied, joining me on the ramp and following me inside.

***

Mugat had been understandably nervous about flying but he got over most of that fear and asked me questions about the fortress. I didn’t answer most of them, seeing as I hardly knew the guy. After a while, he gave up and the rest of the trip was a silent endeavor. I parked the fortress a few hundred yards from the city wall and Mugat disembarked.

After he was gone I headed up to my workshop and got to work building the devices to help Fiona.

The first ones were simple, just a small device that emitted an aura more annoying than harmful to spirits. It was based on the design of my weapon but in an expanded aura form rather than concentrated for attacking. When activated it would cover about a hundred-foot radius for about three days before the runes burned themselves out. If I were using mithril for the runic pathways the devices would last for years but this was fast, dirty, and cheap. I made twenty-four of the devices with the scrap metals I had within the fortress.

The goal was to surround one of the active enchantment circles with them, forcing the creature to flee in that direction. They were set up with a simple remote activation rune, similar to what I used on my barge keys. This way they could all be activated or deactivated at the same time.

The last item was a bit more complex. And I did use mithril in its construction. It was disguised as a simple lantern, mimicking the ones I had seen people carrying around Huran. It worked along the same principle as the gem Fiona was trapped inside. But it could only draw elemental spirits to it, to trap them within, and it would automatically release them when the person carrying the lantern entered one of the active enchantment circles within the city. Since spirits were mostly hidden from human eyes, anyone carrying the lantern would not suspect a thing. It would just be one more lantern among dozens of others that the city watch carried on their nightly patrols.

Although, for it to work, they would have to unknowingly get within a hundred feet of an untethered spirit. I only had the materials for two of these lanterns on hand so it would have to do. I got to work laying the mithril pathways on the two lanterns I “borrowed”. I wasn’t going to tell the chief about this item because I didn’t want him hounding me to make more for the city. Perhaps if friendly relations were set up between Saint June and Huran, some sort of trade agreement could be made. Lord knows they had a plentiful supply of mana hearts to trade.

I had asked the Chief about those, apparently, they grew in the hot springs near the city. Harvesting them wasn’t a high priority for the city though as they grew extremely slowly in the waters. It could sometimes take two to five years to produce one that could hold more than fifty mana. All the ones he promised Fiona and me for this work were even smaller, holding between twenty and twenty-five mana. Essentially useless for most things. But I knew how to combine them to get a much more useful-sized mana heart.

I had always wondered about mana hearts. The only ones I had come across had been in dungeon bosses. If that’s the only place they spawned, magical gear would be even more overpriced than it was now. But finding out there were naturally occurring mana hearts made much more sense. Making a good impression and scooping up a lucrative trade agreement would be my top priority for Martin when we returned. I couldn’t let a resource like this escape my grasp or let the Enchanter’s Guild know about it. It’s one of the main reasons I agreed to go along with Fiona’s reckless plan.

I quickly finished up my work and inspected the lanterns. I had three but only two were modified and I couldn’t see any difference in the items. The runes were hidden along with the mithril pathways. Whether they would work, I couldn’t say. I knew they should work based on my knowledge of runes but it was not always a guarantee. The lanterns also acted as a backup in case the first plan had unintended side effects.

I returned to the city to find Fiona. When I caught up to her she looked tired.

“What happened to you?” I asked in concern.

“Oh, not much. I managed to catch up with the spirit and it was angry about my meddling. We fought for a bit before I pulled out the weapon you gave me, then it fled. I’ve been trying to track it down ever since.”

“Wait, so you haven’t slept in three days?”

She shook her head in reply.

“Go get some sleep in the fortress, I got some things to help with the hunt, but I need you rested before I try and deploy them.”

“Alright, I’ll see you in eight hours,” she replied tiredly.

            

    
        Chapter 172: Elusive catch

    
    
    
    
                After Fiona woke up we spread out and deployed the spirit repellers around the last reported location of someone going missing. It wasn’t close to one of the working enchantment circles but it would let us know if the items worked.

We met back up after a few hours.

“You ready?” I asked.

“Let me get a birds-eye view,” she said before turning invisible and floating into the air.

I gave her a few minutes to get set before I activated the devices.

I didn’t have to wait long before a spine-chilling screech tore through the buildings around me. There was a flash of liquid darkness as it tore out of the alley and rushed toward me.

Without my weapon, I had no way of harming the spirit so I leaped into the air, activating my wings and quickly flapping backward until I was within the safety of my repulsion field.

The creature let out another baleful scream as it contacted the field and vanished into a nearby shadow.

I landed back in the street and looked around to see if anyone had witnessed our test. It seemed nobody was dumb enough to hang around outside at night, which was good. I was about to deem the test a success when I heard the same scream but from farther off within the city.

There was a thump as Fiona set down next to me and became visible.

“It escaped the cordon. We have to hurry and reset it.”

I nodded, “I turned off the field, quickly collect your devices and redeploy them.”

We both rushed off to retrieve the items. If I had just used the lantern, this would be over already but I didn’t want to tip my hand and let these people know I could make items of that nature. Not until I knew them better.

My hope was the spirit would be gunshy about going back to its previous haunts and we could eventually push it into one of the circles.

We reset the cordoned area around the new location and activated the devices again. This time I wasn’t nearly fast enough to get away as the creature attacked without warning or sound. My armor took the brunt of the attack but I still felt the ethereal claws rip into my skin below. I whirled away from the next strike as the creature howled in outrage.

I blocked the pain from my mind as I cast Rejuvenate. I didn’t have to dance with the creature long as Fiona appeared behind it, swinging the staff I had given her at the creature. It vanished into a shadow before her attack hit.

I pulled out the last repellant device and turned it on flooding the area we were standing in. There was no indication it had worked except for Fiona’s grimace so I had to assume the spirit fled to another section of the city.

“Sorry about that,” I said, turning the device off and storing it again.

“It’s fine, but how are we going to locate the spirit's new position this time?”

“We will just have to work in a grid, clearing it section by section until we find it.”

***

We had to set up three more times before we caught the spirit in our trap again. Instead of leaving an open zone inside the area, we had closed it off so the devices' fields overlapped slightly.

With Fiona watching from above she was able to determine that the creature fled to the south section of the city. This was good for us as that’s where most of the active enchantment circles were.

We changed our tactics slightly and slowly leapfrogged our active fields south. Essentially, hemming our prey into a corner. Distance didn’t seem to matter as to how far the creature could teleport through shadows, but the direction did. We used this knowledge to our advantage, as we slowly pushed the increasingly angry spirit towards the enchantment circle.

The Chief had wanted us to do this incognito but that was hardly an option any more thanks to the creatures wailing and the frightened civilians that were out this early.

Mugat rode up to us and leaped off his horse before it even came to a stop, “what are you doing!” he demanded, “you are causing a panic within the city.”

“Well, excuse me for trying to save the city, but it's not like we can control the actions of this monster,” I snapped back.

The man ground his teeth, “can you at least hurry this along. I am going to have to answer a lot of angry people after the day is through and I fear if night falls, all of your efforts will be in vain anyway.”

He was right, if we didn’t finish by nightfall, we would have to start all over in the morning. Which given the time constraints on the devices I build wouldn’t be good.

“We’re working on it. Just try to evacuate anyone south of us and we will work as quickly as we can.”

Mugat nodded stiffly and rode off, yelling at people in his path.

As we got near one of the enchantment circles I had Fiona circle to the far side and deploy her devices first. After she was ready I activated them again.

The creature screeched in frustration as it was flushed out again but I saw it beeline straight for the circle. Just before it crossed the boundary it tried to flash into another shadow but seemed to stop for some reason. Not wanting to give it time to ponder I deployed my last device, forcing it across the barrier.

There was a flash of rainbow light as it crossed and the spirit seemed to go from irate rage to docile in a moment.

It did try to flee through a shadow again but the barrier flared subtly and it reappeared close by. This happened a few dozen more times before the spirit finally gave up and floated into a dark alley.

Now that our work was done it was up to the chief to locate the person bound to this creature. Seeing as it was no longer a threat to the city, he could take his time.

Fiona dropped down beside me, “did we get it?”

“Yup,” I replied, with a smile.

***

“I want to personally thank the both of you for your assistance in this matter. I would have preferred it to have been less disruptive but I can’t deny your approach worked,” the chief said, nodding his head, Mon Ying and an unknown Silent one stood behind him, arms tucked into long sleeves.

“We would have preferred that option as well but the creature proved to be difficult to catch,” Fiona replied, playing to the nervous crowd that had gathered to watch the exchange. “But now your city is safe again.”

“Indeed, please, let us retire to my home and discuss your payment,” the man said, gesturing for us to follow him.

I wasn’t all for hiding this from the citizens but had agreed to Fiona’s plan so kept it to myself. Mostly to get access to the mana heart supply but partially because this wasn’t my city or civilians to care about. I also wanted to wrap this up as soon as possible and get out of here. I suspected my spirit repellers may have awoken some other sleeping spirits. While I doubted the city would mind more spirits looking for hosts, I didn’t want to get stuck here helping round up spirits for the next few months. Plus they had two of the lanterns, they could use those.

It didn’t take long to settle debts and Chief Harar thanked us again for our confidentiality on the matter. Fiona collected the massive bag of low-quality mana hearts and stored them in her ring.

I tried to talk Mon Ying into another duel but she only smiled slightly in reply. It irritated me but I figured forcing her into a duel wouldn’t end well for me. With our business done and payment received, we headed toward the gate out of the city, Mugat leading us.

“Thank you for your help, I know you two didn’t do it for completely altruistic reasons but thanks anyway. You likely saved a lot of lives.”

“I like you Mugat, you don’t mince words or hold back. I’ll let you in on a secret, I left a few gifts in the form of magical lanterns. If you suddenly find yourself having other spirit issues just have your town guards patrol the area with these lanterns and stop in one of the working enchantment circles. You don’t even have to tell them why other than to keep the city safe.”

The man stopped and looked at me. We were far enough out of town that I felt fine about speaking about this.

“You suspect more spirits may stir?”

I shrugged, “I doubt our efforts to capture the last one left them undisturbed. You should be prepared. If more lanterns are required in the future, you can speak with one of the merchants we send your way and they will get word to me.”

Mugat nodded, “very well, I will keep that in mind. Safe travels to both of you.”

Fiona nodded, “thank you for your kind words Mugat, relay our thanks to your people for their hospitality.”

With one final nod, Mugat turned around and walked back to the city gate. Fiona joined me at the exterior door to the fortress and we stepped inside. I felt much more emotionally stable after this trip and decided it was time to head back to Saint June and see what was up. Seeing as we hadn’t gotten a message I figured they were doing well.

            

    
        Chapter 173: Trouble brewing at home

    
    
    
    
                A white ring of swirling energy opened outside of Saint June and three men stepped out.

One of the men looked around in disdain with a cloth over his mouth to block out the dust that was kicked up by an errant gust of wind.

“Pu’v, why did we arrive outside of the walls?” Lord Vik’t asked in an accusatory tone.

A shorter man scuttled over and knelt, “I am unsure my Lord, my spell should have brought us well inside the walls and near the government residence going by the information we collected.”

“Ugh, useless,” Lord Vik’t said, shoving the man aside and heading toward the gate in the distance. His guard and Pu’v the teleporter expert followed in his wake.

He would have replaced Pu’v with someone more competent but he was his sister's kid and keeping him around ensured that his sister would owe him a favor.

Their arrival had not gone unnoticed and the large gate slammed shut at their approach with hard-looking men watching them from the top of the wall. Lord Vik’t had confidence that if he wanted to he could destroy the wall and crush everyone within the town using his enchanted items but now was not the time for violence. First, he would try diplomacy. It was always much easier just to buy cooperation than to subjugate cities.

Lord Vik’t stopped well short of spell distance and yelled, “My name is Lord Vik’t, I wish to speak with your leader, please convey that a representative of the Enchanters guild is here.”

None of the guards replied to him but he did see one take out a small device, he recognized as a radio, and speak into it. Seeing as he got his point across he walked back fifty feet and had Pu’v and his guard Ashlam set up a meeting table.

Nothing simple would do for Lord Vik’t so everything from the carpet to the canopy was magical. The carpet reduced ambient noise to make it easier to speak, while the canopy blocked the harsh wind and weather making it seem like you had stepped inside a thick stone-walled building. The table was a favorite of his, made out of a massive piece of ivory and inlaid with gold and silver, it preserved any food and drink left atop it at the correct temperature. The chairs were self-adjusting and allowed him to always sit just slightly higher than anyone else, focusing the attention on him.

When everything was set down and prepared, he waited. And waited. After two hours he grew increasingly angry at being made to wait and was about to demand what was taking so long when the gate opened and two men walked out from the city.

Lord Vik’t had been studying Earth culture and recognized the lawman style hat one of the men wore. He assumed it was the leader of the guards or some such position. The other blonde-haired man was dressed in a flowery shirt and shorts, with sandals. Lord Vik’t bristled at the disrespect of being greeted by someone dressed so casually but he forced those feeling aside and took on the air of a Lord.

***

“You sure you didn’t want to change before meeting this man?” Kurt asked Martin as they reached the gate.

“How long did you say he's been waiting?”

“A few hours, nobody knew where you were so it took some time to find you.”

“Sorry about that,” Martin replied, “I’ll notify my secretary the next time I decide to take a day off.”

“You don’t have a secretary,” Kurt replied flatly, ignoring the sarcasm from Martin’s last reply.

“Hmm, maybe I should get one. But no, we made the man wait long enough. Paul said he might show up eventually. I had hoped those two would have returned by now but they must have found something interesting to pursue. In the meantime, we can see what this man wants. I imagine it isn’t anything we would give him anyway.”

“Then why bother meeting with him in the first place?”

“Appearance, and it never hurts to find out what your enemy wants. Now come on, I can almost feel the man’s anger from here.”

Kurt grunted as the gate opened to let them exit the city.

The two of them approached the three men, the one seated was obviously this Lord and one looked like a guard. It was easy to tell by the way the man's eyes took in everything. The third one he wasn’t sure about. He seemed, disinterested in the affairs as he scribbled in a notebook.

Martin used Identify on the three of them, he knew it was rude but he wanted to know exactly what he was dealing with.

Lord Vik’t | High Mage/Enchanter | 25/15

Ashlam | Relegant Champion/ Titan of Amorlan | 21/15

Pu’v | Enchanter | 15

Martin sighed internally, he had expected the man sitting down to be dual classed and above twenty but not for the guard to be as well, but it made sense. Martin kicked himself mentally for ignoring his own leveling for so long, he had only just recently broken through to level nineteen and Kurt had just hit level seventeen. A respectable level by any measure, but woefully short of facing off against either one of these two. He would have brought Ska along but the Grimalkin was more likely to start a fight than sit by quietly and observe. No, he would have to rely on his charm to get through this encounter.

Martin walked up to the table and bowed. “Greetings, my name is Martin and I am the Mayor of Saint June. To what do I owe the pleasure of a Guild visit and from someone who must have more important things to do such as yourself?” he asked.

When Martin straightened he saw the wisp of a frown disappearing on the sitting man’s face. Martin wanted to smile, knowing that Paul had called it correctly. It seemed he had been right in deducing the man didn’t possess powers to read minds but some item that granted him a similar ability. With the ring, Martin was wearing, it made any attempt to do so a fruitless effort.

The ring strengthened your mental resistance but also put out a disruptive field. It was similar to the items Paul had made to fight the Jackals but was much stronger. Kurt also wore one but only for this meeting.

Lord Vik’t didn’t seem too flustered about the issue as he gestured to the seat across from him. “Please have a seat, I believe we have a few things to discuss and an offer I would like to make.”

Martin nodded and took the offered seat, not that he expected to accept the offer but he would listen anyway.

“I see you are familiar with the Guild,” Lord Vik’t replied, “I must admit I am surprised at such a remote town hearing about us.”

Martin smiled. “I wasn’t always Mayor. I traveled quite a bit before settling down here, hard not to hear about the Enchanters Guild from one place or another. But now I must admit my surprise as to what you could want in our small city. As far as I know, your organization is more concerned with cities that contain Bazaars.”

“That is true in most cases, but sometimes we find our interest drawn farther afield. One of my main reasons for coming here was to meet with a man named Paul Fuller. Do you know him by any chance?”

“I am aware of the man, but I am surprised, Lord Vik’t, that you do not remember meeting him yourself?”

The man tilted his head, “what do you mean?”

“You met with him earlier this year,” Martin stated, “he came to Biloxi looking for a fugitive.”

“Hmm, Biloxi, fugitive… Oh, that Michael fellow that we captured. I recall now. So you’re saying that man with the feline kin was this Paul. And how did you know about this exchange?” Lord Vik’t asked in curiosity.

“My home town was Arman, it was the town wiped out by Michael and his group prior to them attacking Biloxi.”

“I thought your accent was familiar. A terrible shame that whole mess, was that situation finally resolved?”

Martin just nodded.

“Good, good. It's never a good idea to let problems fester.”

“I couldn’t agree more, Martin replied, “so… why are you here to meet Paul?”

“Straight to business then,” Lord Vik’t smiled, “I can respect that. I would like to meet this Paul, and perhaps offer to purchase your city?”

Martin leaned back in his chair like he was thinking about the offer. Paul and Fiona had been gone for over a month and he didn’t know when to expect them back. So he wouldn’t have to lie about that at least. As for the city, the only reason he could think of for the man’s interest in the city was Paul’s runic enchantments. And he wasn’t about to let the man get his hands on those.

“Mr. Fuller hasn’t been around for some time. I don’t know when or if he will return. As for the city, I am not interested in your offer, I’m sorry.”

Martin made to get up but Lord Vik’t held up his hand. “I can guarantee that my offer would make everyone within the city beyond rich and they could spend the rest of their lives living in luxury.”

“I’m sure your offer is more than generous, but as I said, I am not interested,” Martin added as he finished standing. “I’m sorry you have come all this way for nothing.”

Martin turned and heard steel being drawn.

“My Lord did not excuse you,” the guard said.

Martin turned to face the guard, “is there a problem here?”

The man made to take a step forward but Lord Vik’t held up a finger and the man stopped. “No, my guard is overzealous at times. Perhaps he was just taken aback at having my generous offer refused?”

Over a dozen targeting lasers passed over the table, aimed at the three individuals. Martin held his hand up to stop the guards at the wall from firing.

Martin stepped back toward the table. “Do not mistake our hospitality for weakness. We have heard your offer and refused it. Perhaps you should learn to take no for an answer. Now control your man before I have my guards put him down.”

Lord Vik’t smiled and gave a wave and his guard stepped back and sheathed his sword. “Apologies for the misunderstanding, I will make sure to reprimand him when we return home.”

Martin gave the man a cold glare.

***

Lord Vik’t’s eyes flashed toward the top of the wall and spotted at least a dozen weapons that resembled mana cannons, all aimed his way. He didn’t know how these peasants had gotten ahold of the weapons but he knew when to step back and reassess the situation.

“Very well, Mayor Martin. I see we aren’t going to reach an agreement here. My men and I will be on our way, sorry for disturbing you and your city,” he replied, controlling his raging emotions as he bowed slightly.

“As long as we have an understanding,” the Mayor replied, before turning and heading back toward their city.

When they were out of sight, Lord Vik’t spoke in a low growl, “assemble our forces. Take the city at all costs. I want that man captured and find out where Paul Fuller ran off to.”

“At once my Lord,” Ashlam said with a bow.

“Pu’v get a gate open and get us out of here.”

The younger man nodded frantically as he prepared a gate enchantment while Ashlam quickly stored the items away. Lord Vik’t ground his teeth, these damn humans were stubborn but they would learn their place eventually, just like the ones in Biloxi when he took over. A few examples would have to be made but people would step into line quickly.

**

“That went well,” Kurt said with sarcasm.

“It went as well as could be expected. That man sees us as nothing but a resource to be bought and sold at his whim. We would never be equals to a man like that and playing to his ego any longer would be a fruitless endeavor. I learned what I needed to and that is all that matters.”

“Oh, and what is that if you don’t mind my asking?”

“They know Paul is headquartered here, which means someone leaked that information. And we know what he is after and that’s the enchantments that Paul has created. So while he may attack us, they probably won’t want to damage the town too much in order to acquire anything he’s made,” Martin replied.

“We don’t have an army, how are we supposed to fight off one of the strongest organizations in the Multiverse?” Kurt demanded.

“We won’t have to. We only have to keep them out of the city until Paul returns. I’m sure by then he will have come up with or will come up with a way to fight them off.”

“I don’t like this,” Kurt replied.

“You don’t have to. I trust the defenses we have in place and so should you.”

The man grumbled but seemed to accept the truth of the matter. Martin wasn’t so sure he did and would keep an eye on the man.

            

    
        Chapter 174: Infiltration

    
    
    
    
                As soon as the portal vanished and Lord Vik’t was secure, Ashlam went to gather his forces.

The Lord wanted an all-out assault but Ashlam knew there were better ways to secure a city than attacking it outright and he knew the Lord deferred to him on matters of battle. With that in mind, he headed toward the barracks and his infiltration team. He would still ready the army but that could take time, time his infiltration unit would need to undermine the enemy city and make it an easier target.

“Gol, Nalam, where are the others?” he demanded after entering the room.

The two jumped to attention and Gol answered, “they are on rotation duty, Sir.”

“Gather them up, I have a mission for the four of you.”

Gol hurried off to collect the others while Ashlam and Nalam waited.

“What sort of mission are we talking about?” the female Narmani purred.

Ashlam ignored the question of the beautiful Narmani woman. If it wasn’t for the fact that he was her superior and that feline kin were almost always extremely aggressive lovers he might have considered a romp with the woman but he put those thoughts aside as the other three returned.

“Good, sit down and I will go over the mission.”

After they were seated he laid out the objective.

“The Lord has issued a decree that he wants the city at all costs. I want the four of you to infiltrate the city, disrupt operations, and kill anyone that might get in our way. Leave the Mayor, the Lord wishes to personally teach that man some manners. If you encounter a man named Paul Fuller, secure him alive. Nobody else is of any value.”

“What sort of opposition are we looking at?” Kru’Ka asked.

Ashlam looked at the Golfin and barely repressed a grimace at the gelatinous being's appearance. Despite the difficulty of harming a Golfin, Kru’Ka was the most cautious of the group.

“We don’t know. The Mayor is level nineteen and who we suspect to be the guard captain is only level seventeen.”

“That isn’t much to go on,” Kru’Ka grumbled.

“No, it isn’t, you will need to do your surveillance while remaining inconspicuous.”

“How is it that this is all the information we are being provided?” Baline asked, “weren’t you in their city?”

Baline was another of this team he didn’t much care for. While he looked human he was an undead species called a Baykok. Ashlam had no problem contracting undead to fight for their armies, he just didn’t like personally working with them.

“No, that idiot Pu’v screwed up the destination and we appeared outside of the town. We were noticed as soon as we arrived so we couldn’t attempt a second jump inside.”

“I don’t like going in blind,” Baline grumbled.

“You will have to figure it out, or I could tell Lord Vik’t that you refused his orders,” Ashlam replied pointedly.

“I never said I wouldn’t go, I’m just voicing my disapproval.”

“Well, keep that shit to yourself. You were paid well to be here and all you have done is patrol a small human city. It’s time you earned your exorbitant pay.”

“Ohh, this should be fun,” Nalam crooned, her tail swishing back and forth in excitement.

“Keep it together, Nalam, this is a stealth excursion,” Gol chided.

Nalam hissed in disappointment but she settled down.

Ashlam had to give the half-elf leader credit, he knew his people and how to keep them in line.

“You have twelve hours to prepare, then Pu’v will teleport you inside the forest near their city. They have significant fortifications but it’s a port town with an open waterfront. That will probably be the easiest way in but use your judgment.”

Ashlam enjoyed the uncomfortable twitching that Nalam did at the mention of water. He had purposefully done it just for the show it elicited and once again contemplated enjoying a night with the flexible Narmani.

“Thank you for the information, Commander Ashlam. We will survey the situation and go from there,” Gol replied coldly.

Ashlam smirked at the hostile tone in the man’s voice, knowing full well what brought it on. It was no secret that Nalam was his woman. But if Ashlam wanted her, she would be his for the simple reason that Narmani, along with most feline kin respected strength above all else. And while Gol was strong at level nineteen, he couldn’t hold a candle to Ashlam’s current levels.

“Don’t screw this up, the Lord is watching. The army will set out two weeks after you do. See that our conquest of the city goes smoothly and you will be rewarded handsomely.”

Ashlam didn’t have to mention what would happen if they failed. Failing the Guild only had one outcome and the four of them already knew that.

***

Gol kicked a boulder, sending a spiderweb of cracks along the surface after the four of them had been deposited in the forest near their objective.

“Who the fuck does Ashlam think he is,” Gol growled.

“Calm yourself, let that idiot posture. Nalam loves you,” Baline said, laying a restraining hand on his shoulder.

“Bah, what do you know. If he challenged me, she would go to the victor without batting an eye, and there is no way I would win.”

“You don’t know that, but if you’re worried, we could make it look like he had an unfortunate accident,” Baline offered.

“No, they would look into it and with Lord Vik’t’s resources, they would find out. If it comes to that, I will figure something out. Let’s just wait for Nalam to finish scouting and we can come up with a plan for getting inside this city undetected.”

Gol knew why his team was chosen for this mission, they weren’t the strongest but they all had abilities that helped them hide from detection and move about unnoticed. Mainly they were used for assassination-type missions but infiltration and subversion were also in their wheelhouse. Both Baline and Nalam had the skills to charm others. Baline’s were more targeted while Nalam’s were more … unintentional. Although, with effort, she could control them. Though she chose not to for the most part, which frustrated Gol to no end.

Nalam appeared an hour later. “Did you miss me, lover boy,” she said with a wink, while seductively rubbing past him. Her tail curled around his body to tickle his senses.

Gol suppressed the urge to force her to the ground and have her now, thankfully he was used to her playfulness after being together for so long. She always got this way when a mission started. The rush of possible combat made her arousal skyrocket.

“Always, what do you have to report?” He asked flatly.

She pouted after failing to get him to “rise” to the occasion. “Not much, there is a walled-off farming section to our south. Not much there but fields and a few workers.”

“No food we can destroy?” Kru’Ka asked.

“No, the fields are new. We could burn it on our way out but I suspect Ashlam and the army will do that for us. The city sits on a tall plateau and has only one road leading up to it. That is our first obstacle. The second is the earthen wall and guard towers dotting it. I saw at least a dozen guards patrolling the tops and they were very alert.”

“Not ideal,” Gol cut in, “what about the north or south?”

Nalam hissed at being interrupted but she continued. “The plateau eventually fades off far past the city to the north but there is no cover and that entire area is overrun with rock elementals. As for the south,” she said, hissing again, “that’s all water, seems like a large cove of saltwater but I didn’t get too close. The plateau ends in cliffs but the wall extends down the cliff and about a hundred yards into the water.”

“Dammit, it seems like these people prepared to prevent an invasion. There is no other reason to have that wall extend down the cliff face and into the water otherwise. Any ideas how to get inside?” Gol asked.

“Why not just phase through the wall?” Baline asked.

“That’s one option, but I assume if they went to all this trouble, they have ways to stop that. I think scaling the wall or going around it, oceanside is our best bet.”

“Why not try all three ways?” Kru’ka suggested.

Nalam nodded furiously at this, she hated water and would avoid the possibility of getting wet if she could.

“Fine. Baline, you try to go through the wall since you can hide better if it fails. Nalam and Kru’ka, you both scale the walls, I will go oceanside. We need a spot to meet up once we are inside though, any suggestions?”

Nalam nodded, “there are some piers near the waterfront. I could see them from the plateau. I didn’t see much movement down there so they should be safe to meet at.”

“Works for me. Stay safe and don’t engage if you are discovered. At worst, they may toss us back out or lock us up for a bit.”

The others nodded as they began moving off to find the best location to enter the city. Gol wouldn’t normally split his team up but they were used to working alone on many missions. Still, he didn’t like having so little information. It wasn’t usual for the guild to be so unprepared when assaulting a target. But he pushed his misgivings to the side and thought about the money he would make for this job. Maybe he would even push himself to level twenty on this contract, then he could quickly level up his new class and deal with that prick Ashlam.

***

Kru’Ka oozed through the rocky landscape as he approached the city wall. His body was stretched out for dozens of feet, not a common shape that he took but his body was flexible and could squeeze through many small cracks. It had served him well being that it was an innate ability of his race instead of a skill. This made it undetectable.

His eyes watched the city wall and his teammates as they made their own way to the wall. Nalam’s ability to hide in shadow was peculiar. She had explained it to him once as not actually hiding in the shadow, but wrapping it around her. He didn’t see the difference as they did effectively the same thing but she had assured him it was different.

Baline just used simple invisibility to mask his approach. Like Kru’Ka’s own racial ability, Baline’s invisibility was tied to his race as a sapient undead. Kru’Ka had only met a few intelligent undead in his lifetime. Most at the end of his weapons, but he liked the stoic Baline.

He was most of the way up the wall – unable to find a crack to squeeze through – when a siren went off. Thinking himself discovered, he oozed up under a small lip of rock near the top of the wall and froze.

Soon bright spotlights started tracking over the ground near where Baline had been. Kru’ka immediately spotted what had given the man away. Clear footprints in the dusty soil led toward the wall. Kru’Ka knew Baline preferred to work in cities, the man must have forgotten the difficulties of remaining hidden outdoors, and that lapse in judgment would cost all of them.

Spells began to rain down around that area and Baline abandoned stealth to sprint away from the wall. He didn’t get far as three blinding beams of white light speared out from overhead. Two of the beams missed Baline and the ground around their impacts erupted. The third beam struck the undead man in the torso and half his body was vaporized in an instant as the beam continued through and hit the ground, sending the already dead man flying through the air.

Kru’Ka wanted to curse at the man's rookie mistake but he didn’t dare move or utter a sound. He had lost track of Nalam during the confusion but if she were smart she would bide her time.

Hours passed as Kru’Ka remained hidden under the lip of the wall. He watched soldiers pour out of the city to check the body as well as look for more infiltrators. They didn’t find him or Nalam so she must have been hidden quite well as the soldiers scoured the area quite thoroughly. Gol needed to be made aware of this turn of events, it would make their job much harder.

            

    
        Chapter 175: Overdue return

    
    
    
    
                “Any idea who or what it was?” Martin asked as he stared at the mangled corpse on the coroner's table.

Martin was thankful the city had power again, otherwise, the smell would have been unbearable.

Kurt shrugged, “your guess is as good as mine,” the man answered noncommittally.

Martin suppressed the urge to throttle the man. He had become more a detriment than an asset since Martin took office.

“Who got the kill message?” Martin asked, keeping the frustration from coloring his question.

“One of the guards, why?”

“Go find out who it was and see what the message told them.”

“Fine, but I don’t see the point. It's pretty obvious who sent them,” Kurt grumbled.

“Just do your job, Sheriff.”

With one last irritated huff, Kurt left the room. After he was gone Martin turned toward the coroner, “was he always like this?”

Before answering the coroner made sure to check that Kurt was long gone.

“Far as I can tell, the man has always been an ass. I never really worked with him but others I knew said he only got his position through brown-nosing. The funny thing is the man is decent at his job, when he wants to do it. Plus he was one of the few officers to stick around after the change.”

“Fair enough,” Martin replied. “What can you tell me about the body?”

“It’s dead,” the man stated.

“I can see that,” Martin said in exasperation as he gestured at the corpse.

“Sorry, I meant it was dead prior to being um… dead.”

“Undead… like a zombie?”

The man shrugged, “no clue if it was a zombie or not, It's not like I have a medical degree in alien species and undead anatomy.”

“Fine, anything on it?” Martin asked as he ran his hand through his hair in frustration.

The man motioned him over toward another stainless steel table where the dead… or re-dead, man’s clothing, and items sat.

“The clothing doesn’t appear to be anything special. Or it isn’t anymore. I think the damage may have destroyed any enchantment it had but that isn’t my area of expertise,” the man began to ramble.

“And the other items,” Martin cut in, he didn’t have all day to listen to a report.

“The two daggers are enchanted I believe.”

Marin picked up one of the sheathed weapons and used Examination on it, his version of Identify.

Dirk of Disembowelment

Quality: Supreme

Damage: 20-30 stabbing x5 critical damage

If this weapon is used to cause a critical strike or a strike at a vulnerable area it causes a bleeding wound that cannot be healed by anything short of holy power

Martin gently set the dangerous blade back on the table and made a mental note to pick up some holy healing potions. The next dagger was just as brutal.

Dagger from the dark

Quality: Excellent

Damage: 15-30 slashing x4 critical damage

All attacks made with this weapon on an unsuspecting opponent do critical damage.

From what Martin knew of stealth classes or assassin classes, thanks to Paul and Ska’s perusal during their second class, said that most had an ability to double or triple the damage they caused from stealth. That meant one attack could probably kill anyone with an Endurance under fifteen in one blow.

With just these two weapons, Martin knew what sort of people he was dealing with. These weren’t spies, these were assassins sent to cause harm. The problem was Martin had no clue how many more had made it inside the city. Martin wasn’t naïve enough to believe they had only sent one man.

There was a storage ring as well but it only contained a few poisons and general use items. Martin stored the daggers in the ring and stuffed it in his pocket. He wished Ska was back from his hunt, he suspected he would need the Grimalkin’s help to locate the rest of the assassins. Other than Fiona he didn’t know anyone within the city with the skills to ferret out people adept at hiding.

***

“That fucking idiot!” Gol cursed. Kru’Ka had just met up with him, relaying the story of Baline’s death. “What about Nalam?”

“I haven’t seen her since the incident. But there hasn’t been any ruckus so she must be staying out of sight.”

It took two more hours before the woman finally appeared. “Miss me,” she purred in agitated excitement.

“What took you so long?” he asked ignoring her mood.

She sniffed, “I was doing recon of the city.”

“That could have waited,” Gol huffed.

“Perhaps, but I figured Kru’Ka would tell you what transpired, and this way I have a better understanding of the cities response and preparedness.”

Gol grunted, “so what did you learn?”

“They don’t have as many guards as we feared. And there are a lot of civilians. It should be quite easy to cause fear and sow distrust.”

“Did you get any eyes on the leaders?” Kru’Ka asked.

“Perhaps,” she said with a suggestive wink at the Golfin.

She laughed when the gelatinous man reflexively spread itself away from her.

“Enough!” Gol hissed, “play your games later, we have work to do now.”

“Fine,” she pouted, “I spotted the sheriff and I believe the mayor.”

“You believe?” Gol questioned.

She shrugged, “the man didn’t look like any town leader I have ever known but the description Ashlam gave matches. Human with blonde hair and handsome,” she said that last part with a purr of delight that made Gol want to snap the mayor’s neck.

“Anything other than his looks?” Kru’Ka asked, changing the subject.

“I wasn’t able to get close enough to identify either of the men. The Mayor seemed alert and focused though, so he won't be a pushover. The sheriff on the other hand seemed more like the normal town guards we've run into.”

“You think we can turn him?” Gol asked.

“Maybe, but it won’t be me,” she said with a frown.

“Into men?” Gol asked.

“No, he definitely enjoys the female figure but it's clear to see his distrust of outworlders in the way he eyed them all with distrust. The man was either afraid of them or actively hated them for some reason.”

“Fine, I should be able to pass myself off as a human and gauge his reaction.”

“You should go now, the man is in a bar drinking his worries away.”

After getting the directions and assigning tasks, the three split up again to start weakening the town’s resolve.

***

It was three days after the excitement outside the gate when Ska returned from his hunt. He was happy with the results. He had managed to get to level twelve in his Warden class. As always he put points in Agility bringing it to twenty-seven but he also maxed out his Perception and Endurance to twenty and decided to finally add a point in Intelligence bringing it to twelve. He didn’t feel any smarter but perhaps he understood concepts just a bit better than before. Now he only needed to figure out how to unlock the second tier of Perception and Endurance before level fifteen.

As soon as he crossed the gates into the city he could smell an underlying stink of fear and uncertainty. He didn’t like it and went in search of Martin to find out what was causing it.

“Ska, you’re back!” Martin exclaimed happily.

Ska rumbled in agreement. “I am but what is going on in town, I can sense the unease.”

“We have some enemies causing trouble around town.”

Ska could sense the man’s frustration. “Why not get rid of them?”

Martin smiled wanly, “If it were only that easy it would have already been done. No, these people are skilled at hiding and espionage. We haven’t been able to locate them or even tell how many of them are in the town since they arrived three days ago.”

“Why didn’t you send me a message?” Ska growled.

“I tried, it seems they planted some device that prevents that enchantment from functioning. I would have sent a runner to get you but we didn’t know where you were hunting.”

Ska hissed in displeasure, he hated subterfuge. “What do you need of me?”

“We managed to kill one of the men when they were trying to infiltrate the town. Can you see if you can find their trail, or at least tell us how many we are dealing with?”

“Of course, just show me where to start,” Ska added in a predatory growl that started deep in his chest. Most people would realize it for what it was and flee but Martin just nodded.

“I will call one of the wall guards to show you where to begin. Stay safe, there haven’t been any deaths that we know of but I suspect that might change shortly.”

***

Ska found himself outside the walls and was scenting the area the guard had told him of. The smell of foul undead still hung heavy in the air, which didn’t surprise Ska. Martin had told him of the creature they had killed. The visible tracks were easy to follow but the scent was weak after three days. Ska still followed it down the plateau and into a small clearing in the woods. The smells became even harder to separate here but thankfully, whoever was here, had lingered for some time. He found trace footprints of at least two more individuals and some sort of trail he couldn’t discern the origin of. He leaned down and sniffed at the prints, inhaling deeply for a couple of minutes until he was satisfied. He growled softly and picked one of the trails to follow.

He had tried to use Hunter’s Scent but the trail was either too old or something was blocking the skill. But that didn’t stop him from using his own senses to trace it.

The trail ended near the lapping waves of the ocean and Ska turned toward the city wall in the distance. While he was loath the brave the waters, it would be one of the easiest ways into the city. Ska would mention it to Martin.

The next trail was more difficult to follow, not because the scent was weaker but because it was odd. He knew it was a beastkin of some sort from the few stray hairs he found along the path but it was like the trail would start and stop behind random boulders. He lost it among the scattered boulders outside the city. That was fine, he returned to try and track the last trail.

This trail was odd as well, at first Ska thought it was made by some sort of snake-like creature but there were signs of slime amongst the trail. It was also the most well-hidden trail and Ska could see where attempts were made to hide portions of it. But that only proved to Ska that whatever it was, it was intelligent. This trail he managed to follow all the way to the city wall. Any chance of tracking it into the city was gone as the trail had been destroyed by too many people crossing over it.

Ska hissed his annoyance, scaring off two patrolling guards. The trails were cold but he had their scent now. If he came across it inside the city his Hunter’s Scent would be able to lock onto it.

***

Gol knew everything had been going too smoothly. First, the Sheriff had been easy to turn against the town and the Mayor in particular. A simple guarantee that the town and its citizens would remain safe and the man was happy to spill his guts. A little liqueur and a simple potion sped that matter along.

Gol had almost felt disgusted at how easy the man had been to turn. Gol enjoyed a challenge and that was hardly even an hour's worth of work. It didn’t matter though, the man would die before Lord Vik’t took over. It never paid to have weak-willed individuals or traitors within key positions.

That wasn’t what had Gol agitated though, no it was the Hunter he had spotted heading into town. And not just any hunter but a high-level feline-beastkin hunter. Gol had gotten a good look at the man and could tell by his attributes that he was more akin to the large predatory cats than Nalam’s own heritage. His secondary worry was Nalam seeing the beastkin and falling head over heels for him or worse trying to seduce him.

He needed to head back to their meeting spot to warn the others.

            

    
        Chapter 176: The hunt is on

    
    
    
    
                Ska walked back through the city gate. He was going to relay what he found to Martin when a familiar scent crossed his nose.

He paused, inhaling deeply. Unlike the old scent trails located outside, this one was new, and he knew it was enough to trigger his skill. He rumbled in delight as he began to stalk his first target.

The trail meandered and at times went below and above the city streets in an effort to throw him off. But the efforts were in vain.

So lost in his hunt Ska didn’t notice the trap laid across his path. He knew his mistake the moment he made it as the wire went taut. He threw himself clear of the blast, only catching the edge of it and getting his hair singed off for his trouble.

Other guards rushed over to see what had happened. Ska roared in anger, some at his foolishness but most directed at the perpetrator of this trap. Ska could see a few people lying motionless near where the bomb had detonated and it made him furious.

“Gather a team and follow me,” he ground out to the other guards.

They nodded and rushed off to get more soldiers.

***

Gol was nearly at the meeting spot when he heard the distant boom. His head flicked toward that direction and he cursed. He had hoped for more time, it had to be that hunter. Dropping all pretense he rushed down the dark alley and toward the warehouses near the docks. He would have to rely on his stealth skills to remain unnoticed but time was now of the essence.

It took only five more minutes to get to the meeting location but he was out of breath and the other two were not there yet. He swore softly, realizing they weren’t due to show up for another thirty minutes. He hoped the explosion would have made them realize something had changed and hurry there.

Gol waited another five minutes, getting more paranoid by the second. He was just about to leave when Kru’Ka slipped in.

“Boss, what's going on? Was that explosion your doing?”

“Yeah, I picked up a tail. We need to wait for Nalam and get the hell out of this town! I can explain the rest when she arrives.”

Kru’Ka looked confused but nodded.

It was three more minutes before Nalam sauntered in, looking unconcerned. “What is all the ruckus about, the guards are in a tizzy?”

“We need to go, I was surveying the gate when a hunter entered town.”

“So,” Nalam purred, “we have dealt with hunters before, why is this one any different?” She asked, wrapping her arm around Gol and squeezing herself against him.

Gol shoved her off more forcefully than he had intended and she hissed angrily at him. “This isn’t just any hunter, it is a level twenty beastkin hunter.”

That seemed to make her pause. What she said next was not what Gol wanted to hear.

“Then if it has our scent it is likely already too late. The three of us can take one hunter. If we leave without completing our contract, the guild will only send professionals after us. Let's lure the rube here and be done with it.”

***

Ska was angry but he took the advice Martin had given him long ago and pushed it down so he could focus. It was hard but that point he had stuck into Intelligence seemed to be paying off and he was able to suppress the desire to race after his target and tear it limb from limb.

Six other guards followed him as he located the trail again, this time taking precautions in case of more traps. It was good he did as there were two more bombs placed along the route. One was large enough to kill everyone within a hundred feet.

The traps were disarmed and the explosives secured before they moved on.

The trail ended inside a warehouse Ska had circled it three times and scented the trail of all three of the individuals he had found entering the city. But it felt off.

“Keep the rest of the men outside and cover the exits. Stay in teams of two.”

The guards nodded as they took up position. Ska had already sent another guard to notify Martin about the bomb.

Ska gave a low growl as he quietly made his way into the large warehouse.

The scent of the three was everywhere, making it difficult to determine where they might be. A growl of frustration slipped out. Not because he couldn’t locate the intruders but because he had to play these games. Paul and then the Marshall had helped him overcome that weakness through training.

Ska knew they were in here so he tuned out the scents and scanned for anything out of the ordinary. His eyes passed over the shadow of an overhead beam but something was off about the shadow.

Ska extended his claws and leaped into the air, slicing them through the beam overhead.

There was a squeal of pain as globs of slime splattered on the ground. That seemed to be the trigger as the other two attackers appeared from nowhere.

Ska ducked a thrown dagger and snatched the next out of the air as he rushed a man wearing black leather armor.

He was almost upon the man before he was tackled from the side. He rolled with the hit and kicked his attacker off, eliciting a feline yowl.

He didn’t spare time to think about it being another felinekin as he jumped off the ground, avoiding two more daggers.

“Hold him down, he’s too fast!” the unknown man yelled.

Ska spotted the first thing he attacked as it oozed from the beam and started reaching for him. It seemed in pain though and was slow to advance. Ska took advantage of this hesitation and rushed the creature. That was the right move as the creature flinched back. It tried to duck out of the way but despite its bonelessness, Ska was quicker. Ska activated three abilities, Debilitating Strike, Double Strike, and Smash.

The thing let out a warbling howl of pain as chunks of it were sent splattering across the warehouse but Ska didn’t relent as he grabbed ahold of the thing with one hand and Activated Inescapable.

Ska kept dodging the other two attackers as he laid into the slime man. The man was lashing him with spiky tentacles but Ska endured the pain as he activated Shield of Defiance, his new skill that allowed him to shunt damage equal to his stamina away from his health.

The creature was slowing and the other two had realized their attacks were ineffectual so they split up and ran. It took a few more minutes but Ska eventually finished off the Golfin as the system message called it. Ska stood victorious over his kill, covered in his blood and the Golfin’s slime. His body was uninjured thanks to the enchantment on his claws and his shield.

When Ska got outside he found one guard had been killed and the other wounded by the escaping man. The woman had vanished and nobody had seen her leave. Not that it mattered, Ska would find her.

Ska poured a healing potion down the surviving guard's throat and rushed off after the man.

***

Martin had a bad feeling as he got Ska’s message so he headed toward the control tower for the shields.

When he got there he found the guards that were supposed to be stationed outside, dead and the door open. Without waiting for backup, Martin dropped his dice and summoned his creature.

Wisps of fog started to collect until they formed a wraith-like being. Martin hadn’t conjured this type of creature before so he wasn’t sure of its abilities but he would find out.

He wasn’t foolish enough to go inside the tower by himself and there was only one exit, so he erected his shield and waited outside the door.

It didn’t take long for a man he recognized to exit the tower, dragging a bloody sword.

“So, Kurt… you chose betrayal?”

The man looked confused but still pointed his sword at Martin, “N- no… this wasn’t me,” he said looking around in panic. “You killed them. This is your fault!” he yelled.

“God, what did they do to you?”

“No, no, no, no, no!” Kurt yelled, slapping his head, “You did this, you betrayed the city!” he screamed.

Martin shook his head sadly, “If it wasn’t for me and my friends, this town would have died along with everyone else, maybe not right away but soon enough that it wouldn’t have mattered. You had no plans in place to keep beasts out. Nothing to deal with sea monsters. And not even any idea how to deal with your dwindling food supply. All things we fixed, yet you say it’s our fault that some pompous prick wants what he isn’t entitled to? You’re lucky Paul isn’t here, he wouldn’t have tried talking you out of this he would have simply killed you and been done with it. But I am a more reasonable man. I can see you aren’t yourself, lay down your sword and come peacefully or I will have no choice but to kill you.”

Kurt spat, “you think you and your friends are hot shit, just because you are higher level. Well, you’re not. You may have fooled the city into thinking you have their best interests at heart but I can see the truth. You just want out access to resources and to use this town as your personal playground.”

“I’m done wasting time with you, Kurt, attack me or surrender.”

Martin raised his hand as his shield flared, he looked over at a second man dressed in black. The man seemed surprised that his dagger failed to penetrate the shield and he tried to run for it but the wraith grabbed him. Martin shuttered as the man and wraith screamed. Martin followed up the attack with a Void Bolt at the man’s leg, tearing it off.

“Don’t kill him, I have questions, just make sure he doesn’t escape,” Martin said coldly.

Both wraith and man stopped screaming as the man fell to the ground like a marionette with his strings cut. Martin didn’t miss the fact that the unknown man's bleeding stopped shortly after. With that nuisance taken care of, he turned back to the fuming Kurt.

Kurt screamed some gibberish about attacking his friends and rushed at him but the fight was pretty one-sided. By the time Martin had finished the only thing that remained of Kurt was a black pile of goo. Martin may have vented his frustrations a bit more than wise. He would have preferred taking the man alive but his skills weren’t really designed for disabling people and the wraith was busy watching the other man.

Plus Kurt had been irritating him for longer than these spies had been around. Martin had heard rumors of the man's feelings about how the town was being run. Until now he had chosen to ignore them for the sake of keeping the peace. But even if coercion was used, these acts were unacceptable.

Martin shook his head and walked inside to see the damage. Most of the controls were broken and all the technicians inside had been killed by either Kurt or that other man. Martin sighed and headed back outside. He found Ska and a few other guards standing around the wraith and the downed man.

“Did you get the others?” Martin asked.

“I killed one but two escaped,” he pointed to the one on the ground, “I’ll go after the last one, did you want her alive?”

“If you can take her alive without too much issue, do so, if not, make sure she doesn’t get away. They sabotaged our control room and killed Kurt.”

There were murmurs of concern from the guards.

“Don’t worry, we have contingencies in place. Four of you take that man to a holding cell and make sure he is ready to talk.”

The guards hauled the struggling man to his feet and slapped magic suppression cuffs on him. It took a few blows to the man’s head before he was compliant enough to be moved.

Ska had already raced off after the last saboteur. “The rest of you clean up these bodies and keep the public away.”

“What about Kurt,” one of them asked.

Martin pointed to the blackened form on the ground.

The guards looked angrily at the pile but nodded as they got to work. Martin sighed internally at the lie, but better the man dies a hero than being exposed as a traitor.

***

Ska chased the beastkin woman’s trail. She was stealthy but her skill slowed her down and Ska caught up quickly.

The building was an empty residence and Ska pushed the door open quietly.

“You might as well show yourself, I know you’re here,” he growled.

“So assertive,” a voice purred back, “perhaps you and I could come to another understanding?” she chuckled.

“Spare me your offers and honey-coated words. Come out and you may yet live.”

“Oh where would the fun in that be,” she said.

Ska heard a slight creak and jumped out of the path of two daggers. He heard a giggle and saw a flash of movement from the second floor. He growled in annoyance and jumped to the balcony avoiding another dagger.

“You won't win,” he stated.

“Perhaps,” a voice from behind him hissed before a weight landed on his back.

He felt her claws dig into his skin, but dropped to the ground on top of her, eliciting a grunt and making her release her hold. He twisted away before she could grab him again and stomped down on her chest. She howled in pain but tore into his leg with her claws. He ignored the pain as he slapped her hard across the face. “Enough, you lost!”

She hissed in defiance so Ska punched her in the head until she lost consciousness. After she went limp, he stepped back. He admired the fierce woman and if she hadn’t been an enemy of the city she may have made a good mate. She wasn’t Grimalkin but she was at least feline beastkin. He securely restrained the woman and tossed her over his shoulder to take her Martin for questioning.

            

    
        Chapter 177: City under siege

    
    
    
    
                “Hey, Fiona, I think we may have a problem,” I said as I looked at the remote viewing orb.

It wasn’t quite clear as we were still a ways off from the coast and the orb wasn’t designed to see that far away. What I had noticed was a haze of dark smoke. I may have missed it if I hadn’t been watching the orb out of boredom and saw a slightly thicker clump of smoke.

“What is it?” Fiona asked as she hurried into the room.

“Smoke, I’m going to cloak the fortress. Can you fly ahead and get an idea of what we are flying into?”

She looked worried about the possibility that the city and most likely Martin may be in trouble and nodded.

It didn’t take her long to fly off and return, being much faster than the fortress.

“City is mostly intact. It seems a few attacks made it through before the shield got raised. The smoke is coming from the walled-in farming area to the east. There seems to be an army camped out near the remains. They also appear to have mobile mana cannons and are occasionally firing onto the plateau and the city shield.”

“Fuck, if they have mana cannons I can only think of one group it could possibly be.”

“You think it’s the Guild?” Fiona asked.

“I hope so, otherwise we have another group that can raise an army and has the resources to get their hands on the cannons.”

“Well, it's not all bad news, I saw some return fire from the city. And it looked like scattered bodies on the plateau,” she added.

“Alright, I'll get closer to the city but with the shield up I can’t set the fortress down inside.”

“Really, I would have thought you would have built a back door for just that reason?”

“For weapons maybe but not the shield. I didn’t want the fortress or something else accidentally winding up in enemy hands that could bypass the protection. Besides if the shield is up, Martin should be fine, since he was the only one that could authorize it to be activated.”

“Why not use the fortress to assault the army?” she asked instead.

“A few reasons. I haven’t fully repaired the weapons and we don’t have enough people to operate them effectively, not that I think it would do us any good. If the army is still there even under the assault of the city I doubt adding a few cannons will discourage them. You might be able to get through the shield, but that’s only a guess on my part, and you aren’t going to like how you’re going to have to accomplish it.”

I was right she didn’t like my suggestion but she left anyway. She was getting anxious about not knowing if Martin was ok or not. I knew he probably was but this gave her a direction to focus her energy in.

The shield effectively covered the entirety of the city with a massive translucent dome that rippled in rainbow light as the beams of energy struck it. It covered the harbor as well but no shield could pass through solid objects so it stopped at the ground. While nothing could pass into the shield it acted much like Martin’s spell and allowed attacks to pass out from inside. This was the way all the shields I had come into contact with behaved.

This was why I built the teleportation scrambler that worked with the shield array. Otherwise, anyone could just bypass the shield and teleport inside. That left only the ground as the weak point and that was magically hardened with hidden runic arrays across the city. It would take someone of my Intelligence level or higher to break through those wards making me relatively certain they would hold up to most attacks.

What Fiona could do though, was pass through solid objects. She didn’t like to do that because she said it felt weird and she would need to pass through meters of stone to get through the wards but it was the only way to contact Martin and get him to lower the shield so I could land. At least I hoped she could get past the arrays, I wasn’t entirely sure it would work for her. If not we would have to rethink our plan or become visible but that would endanger the town. This plan with Fiona was safer and we could disable the shield at night when most of the attacks slowed down.

It took two full days of waiting before Fiona returned.

“I made it through, it wasn’t easy. Martin said he will lower the shield for five minutes at midnight tonight.”

I nodded, I had been watching the siege and even during the night the attacks only slowed, they never truly stopped. It was easy to see why as my teleportation detectors were going nuts. It seems they were cycling out troops to rest and bringing in fresh ones to continue charging the weapons. It wasn’t a sustainable position for Saint June.

We waited until the sun went down and a dark moonless night took its place. I thanked the fact that the sky was overcast, blocking even that waning moonlight. I watched and waited. A series of attacks flared against the shield and I saw it start to fade. Quickly I got into position and lowered the fortress onto the dock. The shield was already going back up before I set down. The enemy had also noticed and a flurry of attacks had come in to try and take advantage of the temporary weakness.

Even from the distance, I could hear the booms of the mana cannons as the energy impacted the wall of the city. The night lit up as fire was returned from our side.

Fiona was already out the door as I shut everything down. I hurried after her to find Martin and Ska. I’m sure they had one hell of a story to tell on why the Guild was attacking now.

We found Martin in the backup control center of all things. I found this fact worrying. Martin picked up on my unasked question as he glanced over. He motioned Fiona and me to follow as he moved to an empty room and let the technicians keep monitoring the cities defenses.

“I’m glad the two of you are back. I wish I could have greeted you with better news, but as you can see we are in a bit of a situation. Before you ask, Paul, the main control room was destroyed by saboteurs and Kurt.”

“Kurt?” I asked, my blood beginning to boil.

“Hold up,” Martin said, motioning for me to calm down, “He was partially under the influence of some magical drug the saboteurs slipped him but thorough questioning of our captives revealed it only worked on people that already had thoughts along those lines. In the end, I couldn’t reason with the guy, and time was critical. I told everyone else the saboteurs killed him.”

My rage slowly subsided at the news that Kurt was dead. Instead, I focused on these captives. Martin must have noticed my interest.

“We are holding them for now. We had hoped to use them as hostages but their worth seems to mean little to Lord Vik’t.”

“So it is the Guild?” I inquired.

Martin nodded, “It started two weeks back…”

He told me the story of the meeting and shortly after the spies showed up and started causing problems around town. That there had been four but two were killed while trying to capture them. The other two were cooperating reluctantly but their cooperation had saved the city from major damage. The attack had come only two days after the spies were captured. Martin had rushed to the backup command center to activate the shield just as the first attacks hit the city. He didn’t say how many were dead but I could tell by his drawn face that there were casualties from the attack.

“What about the bodies on the plateau?” I asked.

Martin snorted at that. “I went outside and waved the white flag, drew the cocky bastards close to the walls, and had our forces release a bit of revenge. We’ve been under siege since. I don’t think their leader was dumb enough to come personally as they are too well commanded.”

I lowered my voice, “you know the shield won’t last forever, I built it tough and it feeds off the spells that splash against it but eventually they will realize this and stop attacking until it runs out of power.”

Martin nodded gravely, “I had hoped you would return and help come up with a plan, or help drive them off.”

“I don’t think driving them off is gonna work. From what I was able to see they have mobile dome shields protecting their forces and they are rotating troops out each day. And I doubt their shields are any weaker than ours.”

Martin groaned tiredly at hearing this news.

“It’s not all gloom and doom, buddy. I might have an idea but I’m gonna need a few things to test it out.”

“If it saves the city, I’m all for it. What do ya need?”

I relayed a list of materials I would need to build the device I was picturing. I hadn’t ever built anything like it but the principle was sound. The biggest hurdle was getting mithril and someone to hand over a normal enchanted item.

The second part turned out to be the easiest as Martin handed me a bunch of enchanted weapons they had taken off the prisoners. There was also a limited supply of mithril gathered from hunting the elementals. I hoped it was enough.

I got to work laying out the prototype. The overall design was simple, the runes would slowly siphon off the energy used to empower enchanted items. The range was limited on the prototype to only a few feet. But that was fine.

It didn’t take long for me to carve the runes and the design. It was almost a reverse of what I had done with the slave collar Fiona had been saddled with. Back then I just overloaded it by preventing the capacitor – for lack of a better term – from discharging. It quickly caused the weak magical item to fail.

I had pondered using that same method here but I didn’t want to hurt anyone inside the city that might have enchanted items. With this method, the items would eventually recharge on their own when the field was turned off.

I set the finished block of runic script on the table and laid out the enchanted items Martin had given me, along with some of my old mana cannons. I arrayed them around the device and set them at a foot, five feet, and ten feet to test field strength. With that done I flipped the device on.

Almost immediately the weak mana hearts began to glow as they absorbed power from the items. I had to shut it off after only a minute as it hadn’t been designed to constantly absorb power. I quickly checked the items to see if anything changed.

The closest dagger no longer included the magical description it had held before. I didn’t know if it had broken or what. I moved onto the mana cannon next, finding the once fully charged mana heart had been completely drained of its charge.

So it acted differently on items that took external charge vs having an internal charge like the daggers or my runic staff. I did check my weapons as well and found them unaffected by the field. My runic mana laser wasn’t unaffected though, being drained similarly to the normally enchanted one. With a horrible thought, I checked my dimensional storage rings and found them unaffected by my device. I heaved a sigh of relief, as that could have ended very poorly for me if they had been affected. I still had no clue how the rings functioned as they were far more different than any other enchanted item I had ever seen.

My idea of rolling up with all our artillery and blasting them to bits after their items lost charge was also off the table.

The next row showed the enchanted item had a new status called depleted on it. The enchanted mana cannon was at half charge and my runic variant was at two-thirds of a charge. So there was a bit of a difference. I quickly checked the last row and found the items barely affected. The enchanted weapon was still functional and the mana cannon had only lost a tenth of its capacity.

I noted down all my findings and put the items away while I did some math.

            

    
        Chapter 178: Drained

    
    
    
    
                “You sure this will work?” Martin asked worriedly.

“No,” I responded while I positioned the large cube full of runes into place below the teleportation scrambler.

“You could have at least lied to me,” Martin grumbled.

“And what good would that have done, hmm? Besides, the test worked fine, the only concern I have is distance. But I have a solution for that as well.”

“Fair point. Can you activate it separately from the shield?”

“For now, no. but if I had a few more days I could rig up a separate control for the drainer,” I replied.

“That is a terrible name,” Ska said.

“I'll leave the cool naming up to you and Martin,” I added, grunting as I squeezed past the massive block that took up most of the room in the small attic space.

I heard Martin groan and Ska croon happily. I chuckled.

“Are we ready?” I asked.

Martin flicked on his little two-way radio and talked with the guards.

“Everyone is in position and ready in case they attack. Ska could you join the wall guards?”

“Very well, give me three minutes,” He hissed happily before zooming down the stairs.

“Glad to see someone is enjoying themselves,” I stated.

“I think part of it has to do with that catkin we captured. I hope he's smart enough not to get involved with someone like that,” Martin sighed.

“You’re planning on releasing them?”

“Not exactly. The only other choices are to kill them or keep them locked up indefinitely but that poses its own issue. But I can’t do that either, not without a trial and exposing what Kurt did. I could lock them in slave collars but I imagine you might take issue with that,” Martin added flatly.

“You’re probably right, but then again I would just kill them.”

“If only it were that easy. I may be the Mayor but I have to follow the law as well. There would have to be a trial. And the law states they have to have killed someone by their hands to be punished by death or imprisonment. We can only really prove that one of them killed. Besides we don’t have the types of facilities to hold people for an extended time.”

“Sounds like a shitty law, who agreed to that?” I grunted in annoyance.

“The people of the city. Obviously, it wasn’t designed to take magic into account. I plan on having a vote to change some aspects of the law but for now, that’s what we have. Besides, they can’t return to Lord Vik’t or the Guild because I plan on telling the Guild just how cooperative they were in blunting the Guild's attack. That leaves them only a few options. Most likely they will request to work for us. Of course, I will get a magically binding contract to enforce their cooperation but it’s a start. Besides we need more people with their skillset, no matter how distasteful I find it.”

I mulled over what Martin was saying. He was right of course, to win the game you had to play it. I refused to play the game, it's probably why I kept finding myself in shitty situations. Hopefully, the Guild would back off after learning we had the ability to render all enchanted items useless. I doubted it though.

It wasn’t like with the Stygian Order. They were a purely Earth-based organization that operated in small cells of operatives. At least that was the impression I got from my dealings with them so far. The Guild was a multi-universe spanning organization of incalculable wealth and power. I doubt they would completely give up but their activities would be more circumspect. For now, that would have to suffice.

“I think it’s time,” Martin shouted up to me.

“Alright, here goes nothing,” I said, plugging in the last connection.

I had to avert my eyes as the massive mana heart I put together for this project, radiated a blinding glow before the energy slowly bled off and into the shield around the city.

I had to blink away the after images before I walked over and climbed down the ladder.

“Holy shit!” Martin said, “You sure that crystal will hold?”

“It should, the capacity is nearly ten thousand mana.”

He whistled, “Yeah, we definitely need to send a caravan down to… what did you say the city was called?”

“Huran,” I said, rubbing away the rest of the blindness.

“Yeah, definitely going to need more stones,” Martin muttered as he stared up at the still bright glow coming from the attic.

I sealed up the hatch and removed the ladder. The entryway vanished into the ceiling, hidden by another runic array.

“Come on, let's get to the walls to see how the enemy responds to this latest change.”

Martin nodded as we made our way down the stairs and through the destroyed command center of the central tower. I had to fight back the urge to punch something at seeing the damage and dried blood, all because of that fucking idiot Kurt. Even if what Martin said was true, the man was such a spineless tool the least he could have done is get himself killed instead of trying to get the entire town sacked.

***

“Commander Ashlam… we have a problem,” one of his subordinates said as he entered the command tent.

“Well, spit it out, what problem?” he demanded.

“Sir, our siege weapons are losing charge and the mages are having to constantly refill them.”

“So, why are you bringing this to me,” he stated flatly, “get the scribes to diagnose the issue and fix it.”

When the man didn’t immediately leave, Ashlam got upset. “Well, go!”

“Sir, we already had the scribes inspect the weapons and they are functioning properly. They can’t find any issue with the weapons.”

“Fine, assign two mages per cannon and keep the rate of fire up. The enemy's shield can’t hold out forever, now go, before I get angry,” Ashlam ordered.

The man bowed and left the tent. Ashlam mulled over the issue. It was obviously something within the city causing this. Ashlam didn’t believe in coincidence and the city’s shield dropping less than a day ago before coming right back up meant someone had likely entered the town. Probably the same man Lord Vik’t had been looking for. He didn’t know what was causing this issue but he would send someone back to notify Lord Vik’t about this latest situation.

***

“It doesn’t seem to be working,” Martin said quietly, making sure nobody else could hear his doubts.

“No, I think it was, you said they fired at regular intervals but it slowed for a time. They must be on the far end of the effect. I need to increase the range.”

“I know you said you could do that, but how?”

“You remember those sensors I built?” I asked, stepping from the wall and walking back toward the command room.

“Yeah, but I thought those were for detecting incoming and outbound teleports?”

“Well, that was true of the original ones but I added a few features to the newer ones. They were designed to interface with the city defenses. Other than the shield they can enhance the teleportation scrambling field and I suspect also the area of coverage that the drainer encompasses.”

“You’re sure?” Martin asked skeptically.

“Well, I'm sure it will help but I doubt it will extend the range very far. The devices aren’t really designed to handle massive amounts of incoming energy so I will have to limit their field strength until I can build more robust units.”

“Is there a chance they will burn out from this power?”

“Possibly, but we can have Fiona deploy replacements.”

“I’m not sure I like that plan,” Martin added quietly.

“It’s either that or disable the shield so I can fly the fortress out. But I’m not sure I could do that with the drainer active either. The mana hearts aren’t immune to the draining effect.”

“Fine, let's hope this crazy plan works, if it does I owe you a beer.”

“Deal,” I said, walking into the unassuming house that held the backup command room.

I had to chase away one of the techs as I rapidly twisted some knobs to align the sensor network for this purpose. A few of the sensors went offline due to overload but thankfully they were on the north side of the town. All the ones on the east side held and I let out a breath.

“Alright, that should do it.”

***

Ashlam was interrupted as a messenger ran in panting and wide-eyed. “Commander, all of the cannons are offline!”

Ashlam slammed his fist into the table, “dammit what are you buffoons doing out there, I thought I said to double up the mages!”

The messenger seemed to shrink before choking out a reply, “we did commander, we even increased it to three per cannon. But they are unable to keep up with the drain the weapons are receiving.”

Ashlam ground his teeth in frustration and stood up.

“That’s not all… some of our enchanted gear has started to break down.”

“What!”

Ashalm pulled out the sword gifted to him by his Lord.

Titan’s Might

Quality: Exquisite

Damage: 20-30 Slashing 15-25 Stabbing

Drained

Ashlam’s grip went white when he saw his sword was missing the enchantment.

“Send a message back to Lord Vik’t and pull our forces back until the effect wanes. I want to know how far this extends.”

The man nodded hastily and ran out of the tent. Ashlam walked out shortly after. “Pack up the tent.”

***

When the enemy stopped firing it was the first good sign we had received. The second was when they began to pull back deeper into the forest.

Martin slapped me on the back, “Guess I owe you a beer. You think they will have to pull back outside their range?”

“Most likely, the mana cannons have a limited range of effective fire, but even then the mana dissipates quickly. It's probably why they weren’t able to breach the shield so far. Most of the energy was lost due to how far they had to fire from. My modified weapons don’t suffer as much from that limitation but they also aren’t as powerful.”

“Alright, I need to get the men rotated out for sleep but for now we will leave the shield up.”

It was as I predicted. The majority of the enemy pulled back and started firing again but quickly realized their shots were dissipating before they hit the shield. They had to pull back even farther though as the teleportation scrambler was blocking them from leaving. I thought it served them right to have to walk through dense forest for a bit after what they pulled.

I knew they would be back but it would take them time to come up with a way around this newest hurdle. Until then we would need to build up our resources. We also needed to take care of a problem to the west. With this naked aggression from the Guild, it wasn’t safe to leave Houston in the hands of the Guild. I know Martin and Fiona had warned me against attacking directly but things changed. I would discuss the issue with them before going but I would still go and deal with it personally. Maybe Ska would like to accompany me. I imagined he might find the thought of revenge quite enjoyable.

            

    
        Chapter 179: Cold war

    
    
    
    
                It took a week but the enemy eventually pulled back all of their forces from within the forest. They couldn’t afford to leave even spotters inside the draining field. At least not if they wanted to keep them alive. Even stealth-based classes were severely limited by the teleportation scrambler as it prevented skills like what Martin told me that catkin was capable of using.

The only reason Fiona was immune to this effect was due to her being spiritual. I had thought of coming up with a way to block spiritual entry but I liked having a way in again if shit hit the fan a second time. I knew it was only a matter of time until the Guild showed their face again. Now that the Guild knew we had a way to disable their main advantage they would be furiously trying to figure out how we did it. I suspected more infiltrators would be hired.

Martin had agreed with my assessment and was pushing hard on the two they captured to try and turn them to our side. I still didn’t like the idea of letting two former enemies roam free but I couldn’t deny how useful they might be. It was also why I wasn’t considering asking Fiona to accompany me back to Houston when that plan kicked off. She had the highest probability of stopping those two if things turned bad but she would also make for a great spy.

As for everything else, well, I adjusted Maria's route. She was still out on her current one and would only return in a few days. It was pure luck she had left only hours before the city was sieged. The other barge and captain had been stuck behind the forcefield like everyone else.

I didn’t even know the man's name and didn’t bother learning it. Charles was now in charge of running the operations there. When I got the third barge up and running I would simply hand him the activation key and he would hire someone on to train with one of the other captains. I had decided on this course of action for a few reasons. One I didn’t want to be bogged down running a business and I wasn’t willing to stick around all the time. With my upgrades to the city, it could now weather a siege, similar to the previous one, for months on end.

The reason for that was the ability for the shield to passively recharge by absorbing minute amounts of energy from any enchanted device within range. Before it had to have energy directed at the barrier to absorb it. It wasn’t perfect and it could be overwhelmed or depleted if enemies learned of the trick but it was certainly better than the previous iteration.

It also made me realize I really needed to upgrade the fortress. The thing had never been designed for assault, being more a safe home for me and my friends at the time. But it had suffered significant damage during more than one battle. I had to debate on whether or not to rebuild the original or start from scratch though.

Rebuilding it would certainly speed things up but I didn’t think it would be a significant improvement. In the end, I decided to start from scratch, not because I didn’t think the fortress could be repurposed but because what I wanted to build was simply so different that it would render most of the old components useless.

It would take weeks to strip the fortress of the mithril and resmelt it but that was fine. I also had to purchase more mithril from the city anyway. At least this way it would cost less overall. The cost would still be astronomical but I had recently learned that I was filthy stinking rich due to all the trade and building my employees had done while I was away.

I decided they all deserved a raise in pay so I simply doubled it. Martin had already contracted with the Earth mages that worked for me to build a second defensive wall around the first and to help rebuild the wall around the destroyed farming area.

That was fine with me, I guess in my absence Charles had found another three Earth mages to hire on. The company never really had a name so I left it to Charles to pick it. He chose S J contractors. I shrugged, one name was as good as another. I did get the option upon company creation to divvy up funding as I saw fit. I set it to fifty percent of the profit for myself and the rest for the company to spend as it saw fit.

I still had access to all expenditures via a new tab in my menu so stealing from the company was practically impossible. Not that I thought Charles would do that. He had the best of both worlds, good pay, and the ability to run the company as he saw fit. And none of the downsides like being liable as an owner.

“Hey, Charles, how are things?” I asked as I stepped inside the warehouse.

“Going good, I didn’t expect you today. Did you have a project for us?”

“Geez, am I that transparent?” I asked, chagrined.

“Sorta. But in a good way. Everyone knows what you’ve done for the city and you always bring some of the most interesting puzzles.”

“Alright, well nothing too fancy today. I just need a large quantity of high-grade metal.”

“Hmm,” the man said, rubbing his chin, “how much and what do you consider high grade?”

“I would love titanium if you can source enough but I will settle for high-grade steel used for boats.”

“… planning on building a ship?”

“Something like that,” I replied.

“Well, we're looking at tons of material then. If this was just Earth supplying the resources I might say you were SOL but with the Bazaars, it's much easier to source a large volume of either of those two. They aren’t exactly sought-after metals when you have things like mithril and other magical metals. Buying up that much might tip our hand in Nashville though. We are barely skirting around the Mohai as it is. They are getting suspicious of our activities in the area.”

“There is another Bazaar in Chicago, but if you go up that far, take precautions. There were scattered combatants in that area the last time I went through. If that doesn’t work out I have a Merchant friend that I trust. I can give you his contact information, he won’t turn down making a profit this large. He might even be able to get all of the metal for you.”

Charles whistled, “well, that will certainly make things quicker. When do you need it by and how many tons of material?”

“Let's try for one hundred tons. It’s more than I need but I have ideas for the additional materials.”

“Forgive me if I’m stepping out of line here but if you are building a vessel, why not just repurpose one of the docked ships in Houston?”

I had actually thought of doing that but I was sick of working around existing limitations plus an ocean-going ship would never work properly for what I had in mind.

“No, that’s a good question. I thought about doing that but it would take more work to retrofit them than starting from scratch. I will need more welders though so see if you get like another five. Make Timothy the foreman in charge of them. See if you can get the materials within a month by then I should have the design I have in mind finalized.”

“Alright, that sounds doable. We will need to purchase welding rod and other materials to construct this vessel. If you want a dry dock built we are going to need preliminary designs sooner rather than later.”

I nodded, “Put a wall up around the other warehouse lot, there should be enough space over there for what I have in mind.”

“Alright, I will have the two new guys get started on it right away.”

I left the building leaving the man to wonder at what I was planning to build. I didn’t entirely know myself. Sure I had a vague idea and a list of requirements floating around my head but getting them all down so a construction crew could build what I wanted would take some doing. I also had to strip the fortress. I decided to start on that first.

It would be sad to see the thing go as it had served quite well for what it was but it was no longer suitable for what I needed anymore. I needed a projection of strength to deter any that thought I or this new vessel were weak.

***

Ashlam remained kneeling below Lord Vik’ts throne. To say the man had been angry at his retreat was an understatement. Lord Vik’t hadn’t blown up or shown his displeasure so openly but he expressed his anger in other ways. One of those ways was going on at this very moment and Ashlam had remained in this position for four hours waiting for his lord to respond to his report.

There was a click as Lord Vik’t tapped on the arm of his throne. “You are certain that the city developed something to drain enchanted items?”

Ashlam raised his head, “Yes, we have multiple instances of items with the drained tag. Some were even outright broken by whatever our enemy used but that seemed to only affect lesser items. The higher-quality ones eventually recovered.”

“Hmm, still that news is disturbing in and of itself, but you also mentioned the cannons?”

“Yes, my Lord, the mages were having problems keeping the weapons fully charged. We could overcome this problem by having more mages per cannon but it was slowing down our rate of fire. They are also blanketing the area with a teleportation scrambler of a strength I have never witnessed. It forced us to travel beyond sight of the city in order to teleport.”

“Yes, another troubling development. What of their shields?”

“They aren’t ordinary shields, it seems they got ahold of siege shields. But they did drop them for a period of time. I believe this was when our main target returned to the city.”

“Oh, and why do you believe that?” Lord Vik’t asked.

“The timing is too close to be a coincidence. It was only a day after that incident that our items started having issues. Plus we managed to damage more infrastructure while the shield was down. There is no reason to risk something like that unless it was critical to their survival.”

“Hmm, I agree with you on that. Very well, keep long-distance watchers on the city for now. I will get approval to move forward with a strike team. I would prefer to capture this Paul Fuller alive if possible, his inventions are just too unique to let him go to waste.”

“And if that turns out to be impossible?”

Lord Vik’t shrugged, “nothing is impossible with enough funding behind it.”

***

I removed the last of the mithril pathways from the fortress and wiped the sweat from my forehead. The extensive deconstruction work had taken me two full days of back-breaking labor. I couldn’t ask anyone for help because everyone was still on alert in case the enemy forces decided to return.

I knew Fiona was out watching them from a distance and Ska was helping patrol near the city but other than that I was out of the loop. I’ll be honest, I much preferred that, to being in charge and having to make the life or death decisions for an entire town. I didn’t know how Martin did it. Speaking of Martin I spotted him walking down the dock toward the remaining hunk of stone that used to be a fortress.

“It’s kind of sad to see it in this state,” Martin said, looking at the remains of the fortress.

“We did have some interesting times in it. Hard to believe it was only a few months.”

“Yeah… things are changing so rapidly it’s hard to keep up sometimes. But I didn’t come to see you just to reminisce.”

“Oh?”

“What do you want, Paul?” Martin asked pointedly.

“… huh?” I asked in confusion.

“When we met, you had a goal to destroy the Black Dragon. You finally accomplished that goal and since then you have been kind of just meandering along with no real purpose. I found my purpose in helping run a city. Fiona found her purpose, protecting those she loves and starting a family. Hell, even Ska found a purpose by defending the innocent. But you haven’t. It makes us worry about you.”

I was silent for a minute, a bit shocked and a bit confused. Maybe a bit angry too. “To protect you guys?”

Martin shook his head. “Paul, we don’t need protection, not anymore. Sure we are thankful for everything you have done for us but that’s a goal that no longer exists either. The three of us are stronger than most people we have met. I would give even odds that Fiona or Ska could single-handedly fight off anyone in the Guild they choose to send our way. I may not be there yet but I can certainly hold my own.”

I realized he was right, I had been so focused on getting them stronger, making them safer, that I lost focus on what I wanted. I sat down on the ramp as I contemplated the question.

“Nobody is saying you have to leave or decide today,” Martin added quietly, “just think about it.”

“Did Fiona ask you to talk with me?”

“She brought it up but I saw the truth in her words.”

“I’m not like you or the others,” I said simply. “Staying in one place this long makes me antsy ever since I was a slave.”

Martin nodded. “There is a whole great big world out there to explore. Perhaps that is your calling?”

“But how can I just leave when there are enemies right here?”

“There are always going to be enemies, Paul. You can’t fight everyone.”

            

    
        Chapter 180: What drives me

    
    
    
    
                After my conversation with Martin, which left me feeling like a stray dog kicked to the street, even though I knew Martin meant well, I thought long and hard about what he said.

He was right of course, I had lost most of my drive since defeating the Black Dragon. Sure I still had the Stygian Order as a driving force but they were more a nuisance than anything else. And the Guild wasn’t something I would ever be able to defeat and that irked me.

I only struck back at the Stygian Order as payback for the shit Stone pulled in Houston and way back in Chicago. And now I was going back to my old habits of retaliation by building something specifically designed to kick the Guild in the teeth in Houston. Well, not them per se but their lapdog Edward Rosewill.

Eventually, I decided on a course of action. It was a hard decision to come to but I felt it was the right one. First, I would get help dealing with Houston, once we secured the city again, I would bring Ska back to Saint June, then I was off. I wanted to see what this world truly had to offer and if it was larger than Jupiter when everything was smashed together, I could spend the rest of my life exploring and still not see everything there was.

I admit finding a purpose again was exciting. I now had something other than revenge to look forward to. Sure I would run into enemies along the way but I would find new friends as well. And I could always return to Saint June when I needed a friendly face.

***

Two months went by quickly as Charles and SJ contractors gathered the materials and helped build the ship.

The Guild had only left a few people to watch the city but they made no move to get close, making it easy to build the ship without them knowing.

Titanium was not as easy to source as we had hoped but we found enough to use as armor plating. After it was compressed with earth magic we were left with one-inch thick plates that had originally been four inches thick. The rest of the superstructure was made from compressed steel bracing with holes punched in them to remove as much weight as possible. The quarter-inch thick beams looked flimsy but were as strong if not stronger than thick steel I-beams.

Mesh grating was laid down as flooring and the interior walls were formed from hollow aluminum tubing as they weren’t structural. It gave the ship a very spartan aesthetic but that was fine. I could liven it up on my travels.

I’ll be honest, I didn’t know shit about building an actual ship. Not that anyone could say they knew how to build a flying ship. The end result was something that might be classified as a small corvette in tonnage and only measured forty-five meters from bow to stern. It was smaller than most yachts.

That was where the resemblance ended. Unlike a normal ship with a sharp V-shaped hull, my ship had a much more shallow bottom. The design was a bit of a compromise as it was hard to shape compressed titanium, so flat plates were used anywhere we could.

The end result looked extremely menacing and reminded me of the stealth ship designs that were starting to be built around the world before everything went to shit. The top of the ship was almost completely flat except for an angular protrusion near the back that rose up four feet off the deck. I had wanted to leave it all flat but design and material constraints required that I add it in. At least it wasn’t useless.

The hump provided three main purposes. One was an angled hatch that faced forward and allowed entrance to the top deck. Another was a larger rear surface area for the propulsion runes, giving just a bit more speed. And the last was an elevated mount for a ball turret.

The ball turrets were my favorite bit of design that I implemented. The top-mounted one sported four of my modified mana lasers in a square configuration. There were three more ball turrets on the top of the ship. One on either side at the midpoint of the vessel and hanging slightly off the sides like tumors. This gave them the ability to fire at a forty-five-degree angle downward. Then there was the forward-mounted gun. Unlike the side ones, it was set back from the front a few feet. Those three turrets were triple barrel configurations of standard mana cannons that were designed by me.

They weren’t quite as powerful as the Guild’s cannons but with three firing as either a burst or alternating, it was a withering barrage. I had decided to add those types of cannons because they offered more explosive impact versus my penetrating impact of the mana lasers.

There weren’t any turrets along the sides of the hull, mostly because it would have been overkill if I had included them. Targets were likely to be below me or above me and I could tilt the ship or raise and lower it to bring them in line with my weapons.

That brings me to the bottom-mounted weapons. These were trickier to build as I did want the ship to be able to float so there couldn’t be any open seams.

I had toyed with the idea of making floating gun platforms that could be released but controlling them all from one terminal proved impossible in my tests. So I modified the top-mounted ball turrets slightly.

The turrets were half-spheres that would flip open when needed, when not in use they would flip closed, leaving the underside smooth and flat. The barrels – like the ones at the top of the ship – would slide along a central channel and the ball itself could rotate a hundred and eighty degrees allowing the turrets to fire at any angle I desired. This was only possible due to the weirdness of magic. If the turrets were electrically operated it would not have worked. The bottom of the ship sported eight turrets. Four quad barrel mana laser turrets and four triple barrel mana cannons.

The cost in mithril alone was staggering and I did have to pull from SJ’s coffers to purchase the last of it. Charles was a bit grumpy about the loss of capital but he was happy once he saw what it went toward.

Was it overkill and ridiculous, maybe but some of the monsters and people I had come across couldn’t be dismissed easily. Besides, firing all of the weapons at one time would probably deplete most of the core. Speaking of the core, I had taken the three separate mana hearts used in the fortress and fused them into a massive crystal. It was housed securely in an armored cabin, inside the control center of the ship, which itself was thickly armored. If anything hit that, I was screwed, so better safe than sorry.

I had decided to go with one crystal instead of separate ones due to the mana gathering array I built inside that room. It was similar to the drainer but pulled from ambient mana instead of items or other mana hearts. It wouldn’t be very good if my weapons kept running out of juice while I tried to power them.

The control center had four seats, a throwback to the fortress but I would control everything from a single console. And boy, what a control room it was. I had utilized some advanced runic techniques to implement this next piece of tech but the end result was amazing.

Like with my helmet, the entire interior of the room could be made see-through. The only things not affected were the small areas around each rotating station. Apparently floating on nothing made most people sick to their stomachs. Cleaning that up wasn’t much fun but that wasn’t the only feature of this new command bridge. With a special pair of glasses, I could target anything with a visual indicator like a crosshair. It couldn’t compensate for wind or fall off but I would figure those out on my own and adjust the settings later.

The glasses were a temporary thing meant for testing and eventually, I was going to just tattoo the runes over my other eye. The final feature of the bridge was the ability to zoom in, like an enormous telescope. It was much more useful than the top-down view the remote viewing device gave me. I still kept that though as there were blind spots on the ship and it would help prevent me from missing something.

I poured all of my knowledge and improvements into this ship. Gone were the simple defensive systems I had employed before. I built a runic program to determine if an object was a friend or foe and determine the best way to deal with the threat. I couldn’t really call it AI, as it was magic-based and wasn’t even as complex as some of the operating systems Earth had been using before the System but it was a step above my previous kludged together system.

I couldn’t even say the idea was original. I came up with it after mulling over that homunculus and those weird cleaning golems I purchased. I figured if something like that could be autonomous, why couldn’t the ship's systems operate that way. The ship was essentially a partial golem. I didn’t give the control systems full autonomy as that would be dangerous. Plus it is a completely untested system, there may be changes I had to make.

The control systems were new but the ship still sported shields and the ability to cloak but the shields were upgraded to be twice as strong as before. I couldn’t go beyond that or the system would drain too quickly. The cloak was only improved through energy usage and I now added a third system called active camouflage that deployed a simple illusion spell. The computer would determine the surroundings and try to mimic them as closely as possible.

It wasn’t a perfect solution. I had spent two weeks trying to get it to function properly at all. It looked ok at a hundred feet or more. Any closer and it was a dead giveaway that something was off. But the illusion could be maintained indefinitely for just the original mana cost. So there was no more worrying about the mana heart running dry while I’m off galavanting away from the ship.

The last big upgrade was the propulsion. My techniques and skill had improved to the point where I was able to increase the speed by twenty percent and the lift by thirty percent. It may not seem like much but the ship was less than half the weight of the fortress and that fat bastard was capable of flying at forty miles an hour. I figured I could fly at almost eighty now, due to having fewer thrusters but being more streamlined. And my altitude could now reach a thousand feet, doubling what the fortress was capable of. Most of that was thanks to the larger bottom surface area. This was all theory though as I hadn’t finished installing all the systems. I also hadn’t named the vessel yet, deciding a launch ceremony was in order for something this monumental.

I hadn’t only spent my time on the ship though, no I had a surprise for Martin and the city. I smiled thinking about his reaction when he saw it.

***

It took a few more weeks to get everything installed into the ship, which I had named Retribution because that was what would happen if anyone fucked with it. Charles had done an outstanding job of decorating the dry dock for the occasion and colored ribbons flapped in the breeze off the ocean.

A gaggle of people had come to see and tour the craft. I let it happen, suppressing my annoyance at having people I hardly knew aboard. Martin said it would help my image, not that I cared about that but I did it for him and the others. It wasn’t like they would learn anything from it. The systems were offline and other than the turrets at the top of the ship, everything else was artfully hidden behind armor plates or runes. In some cases both.

“I gotta say, I think you outdid yourself with this beast,” Martin said, clapping me on the shoulder.

“You should see it when it’s in battle mode,” I whispered.

“Oh, I can only imagine,” he chuckled. “When is the first trip?”

“Well, shakedown cruise today. Then fix any issues that crop up. So probably next week.”

“Oh, that soon, anything I should be aware of?”

“My goal has always been to retake Houston. But I can’t do that alone. I sent a message out to Marshall Sumner to see if he wants his city back. If not, I'll just decapitate the snake and be on my way.”

Martin didn’t look too happy at my pronouncement. “I wish you would reconsider but I know you are set on this path.”

“It's not good to be surrounded by enemies,” I said with a shrug, “Besides, it's time you get your alliance back on track.”

“That would be nice. Trade is starting to falter and reports are coming in from Nashville that our traders are being turned away. It seems like someone figured out they were working for you.”

I nodded, “It was bound to happen sooner or later. At least there is Huran and with the improvements, I added to the barges, they can get there and back in two months.”

I chatted with a few other people as the spectators all toured the ship and eventually everyone walked off and sat in the stands to witness the christening of the vessel.

I watched Martin step up to a podium. “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to this monumental day. For so long we have been scrabbling just to survive this new world, living off scraps and making do with what was available. But no more!” Martin pointed behind him at the gleaming metal ship. “This is proof that humanity is past the point of simply surviving. We are now capable of building and growing, of taking on the threats around us. And this was one man, we are so much more together. With our bond, we will persevere and carve a nation anew!”

There was a standing ovation as Martin nodded to the gathered crowd and released the bottle of champagne someone had found against the bow of the ship.

“For our future!” he shouted, and the crowd joined him.

I wanted to slip away from the attention, but Fiona eyed me from beside Martin. I sighed and stuck around for the back-patting and handshakes that followed. Ska was here as well but he was on security duty for the party so didn’t have to play nice.

            

    
        Chapter 181: Working the bugs out

    
    
    
    
                The party lasted way too long and by the end, my nerves were fried but Fiona thanked me for sticking it out. I knew it was more about Martin than it was about me but still, I hated politics.

The ship wasn’t launched that evening, much to the disappointment of everyone present. They could watch the launch in the morning after I got some sleep. Nobody could be within the compound walls while I was initiating the systems anyway, there was a slight possibility the automated defenses would determine they were hostile. It was unlikely but I didn’t want to risk it on a simple systems test.

***

The morning was a frantic burst of activity as the construction crew ran around making sure everything was secured. They would be aboard for the shakedown and many of them were nervous.

“Boss, it looks like everything is good to go on our end,” Timothy said as he entered the command room.

“Alright, tell your men to strap themselves in the flight chairs and we’ll get this show on the road.”

The ship could comfortably sleep twelve people or hold twenty-five. There were flight chairs bolted to bulkheads, along the ship, that would fold out for takeoff. Seating for twenty-five included the four command seats so it was cramped.

I sent an alert message to Charles to make sure the yard was clear and waited for his reply before I initialized the Retribution’s main system.

A flood of power from the mana generators entered the ship and lights flickered on as systems came online for the first time.

I needed no screen to display this info as it flashed across the wall of the command room.

Environmental – Green

Power Supply – Green

Exterior Hatches – Red

Flight Control – Green

Weapons – Green

Defensive Systems – Green

“Timothy, have someone check the hatches.”

Tim radioed his crew and got a response after a minute.

“Looks like someone forgot to close the top hatch.”

I nodded, the indicator had changed to yellow, then green.

“Alright, looks like we are good for liftoff, give me an ok when everyone is secured.”

Tim nodded as he strapped himself in one of the other command chairs. After a few seconds, he gave me the go-ahead.

I smiled and activated the command room. The walls faded away and I heard Tim inhale sharply. He hadn’t been one of the people subjected to my tests so this was his first experience. It appeared that we were floating on chairs with small platforms under them, sixty feet in the air.

“You could have warned me,” he said shakily.

I chuckled, “where’s the fun in that.”

He gave me a dirty look but kept quiet as I smirked and checked the power draw. Everything was normal so far, although the lighting systems were drawing more power than necessary. I hoped it was a minor issue.

Slowly I increased the power and Retribution picked up off its build cradle. I made sure the weapons were in their offline mode. This would prevent the defensive system from activating them if it did have a glitch.

I was almost certain everything else would function correctly but with so much being so new it was better to test slowly.

I set the ship back down after lifting it only ten feet in the air. The Mana Heart had already refilled completely before I set down. Sustainability achieved, I thought happily.

“Test one complete, powering down systems for diagnostic and structural inspection,” I stated.

I could have said this over the ship intercom but that test was later. One system at a time.

***

The initial systems tests took two hours. One repair had to be made in a bulkhead that twisted weirdly. It turned out to be under strain and that was released when we first lifted off. It wouldn’t happen again as it was removed and inspected. Turns out it was just a bit too short. A replacement was bolted back in place and the tests continued.

The only test we didn’t perform was a weapons test. I kept those systems offline until we got over the bay for the shakedown. I was also only going to do that at night, didn’t need prying eyes seeing what she was capable of.

We were met with fanfare as our first flight left the yard and people below waved us off.

Timothy was still in the command deck and had relaxed a bit at the see-through floor. He was helping me monitor the systems. I could have it all in front of me but it was easier to split it up for now. As I got more comfortable with Retribution, I would take over monitoring it all.

Our initial flight was short, only down to the large docks and into the water. It felt weird seeing the water rush up toward us and even I clenched my cheeks as we touched down. The ship didn’t flip over so that was a plus. It did bob quite a bit but that was normal for such a small ship on the open ocean.

More checks were made to make sure we weren’t taking on water. There was a sump system just in case. We did find one leak but it was in the weld on the exterior so we would have to land at the dry dock cradle to fix it. It was probably cracked from that bad brace as it was in the same ship section.

“Props to your people, Timothy, they did outstanding work. I don’t think they will have any issues with the next project.”

“Thanks, boss, I’ll let them know. The project should be interesting, have you told the Mayor yet?”

“Nope, I’m saving that for after our shakedown.”

We finished the shakedown and landed back in the cradle. Martin, Fiona, and a few others were waiting outside to greet us as I had asked. I was now confident enough in the defensive system to assure it wouldn’t go apeshit and kill everything. It had been a legitimate worry of mine, it was the most complex piece of runic technology that I had created. Being unique I had nothing to compare it to but it worked flawlessly. It was a bit surprising actually, I had expected a few faults with it but nothing cropped up so far. The big test would be tonight and the live-fire weapons test.

“It was even more impressive than I thought,” Martin said, shaking my hand and pulling me into a quick one-armed hug.

“… oh, ok, you can let go now,” I said awkwardly.

He let go and smiled, “Hey, just be glad we aren’t French and kissing you on each cheek.”

“Keep your kissing to your girlfriend,” Fiona said in amusement. “I assume you wanted us here for something other than hugging?”

“…Oh, yeah, almost forgot. Follow me,” I gestured, heading toward the warehouse inside the yard. “I think you’re going to like this.”

I watched Martin as we entered the warehouse. He had a confused look on his face as it took in what was inside. Another ship’s hull was partially assembled. Nothing as large in scope as the Retribution, not even half the length. I waited while Martin and the others walked around the unfinished gunboat.

“… Ok, it's another boat but how is it going to be finished if you leave? Have you trained others in runes?” Martin asked.

“No, there wasn’t time for that. Besides, I think a few have started picking it up on their own,” I stated, looking at Timothy.

“Oh… um, you noticed,” he said sheepishly.

I smiled, “it’s fine. Not like it would remain secret forever. Back to the boat. While I didn’t have time to go into the nuances of rune crafting, I did have time to make a stamping machine, capable of creating a ribbon for the power distribution system. I also created a second one to make the plates used in propulsion and lift. Everything else just requires putting the pieces together and testing it. You will have to provide the mithril though but there should be enough material on hand for eight or nine of these gunboats.”

“This is too much, you didn’t need to do all this,” Martin stated as he inspected everything.

“Nonsense,” I said, “The city is going to need some way to strike back or defend against a similar ship.”

Martin paused, “you don’t think they have ships like yours as well?”

“Probably not like the Retribution but I would be surprised if they couldn’t make a vessel capable of flying. I imagine the only reason we haven’t seen one yet is due to the difficulty of transporting something that large across the worlds. No, if they do appear, it will be because they built them on Earth. Since they won’t be able to get close to Saint June with the drainer active, I suspect they may start to attack the barges or anyone outside the city. This just ensures we are ahead of the game.”

Martin sighed, “It just feels like escalation after escalation. I know you are right though, if we show weakness, they will take advantage of it.”

I nodded. “The final machine stamps out a fully assembled mana cannon or mana laser depending on what stamps you insert into the run. The only people who have access to this warehouse will be SJ Contractors, Martin, Fiona, and Ska. My suggestion is to print out as many weapons as you can and mount them to the walls of the city. They won't be as effective as a hand-built weapon but numbers should make up for that deficiency.”

“Yeah, I had thought along those lines as well,” Martin said. “I still wish you would reconsider attacking Houston. It’s going to stir up a hornet's nest but I also agree we can’t leave the Guild in charge over there any longer, not after they attacked us once already. Have you gotten word from the Marshall yet?”

“I did. He won’t be joining the mission but fifteen of his best men agreed to take part in liberating the city. Along with Ska and me, it should go quickly.”

“Alright, Paul, you stay safe out there,” Martin said, pulling me into another fierce hug. I awkwardly patted him on the back, waiting for him to let go.

“I’m not letting go until you hug me back,” he said.

I relented and returned the hug.

“See, not so bad right,” he chuckled, releasing me to the laughter of the others in the room.

I grunted and slapped him on the shoulder. “I’ll be fine. Just keep the city and its people safe.”

“I will do my best.”

The tour wrapped up and everyone got back to their work. I still had supplies to bring over from the fortress, mostly spare parts at this point but they didn’t take up much room, being stuffed in storage rings. I stuck the rings in the maintenance closet and shut the door. I called it a closet but it was more a cabinet. Storage devices made spaces like that take up so much less room. I also had multiple weapons lockers hidden around the ship. Most were still empty but one had my spare staves and assorted crafting gear.

My last stop was the kitchen or I guess it was a galley, where I stored the backup food supply. Similar to how I had it in the fortress, the rings were concealed for safety. I was pretty certain anyone that attempted hostile entry into the ship would regret it but old habits died hard.

I did one last inspection, making sure everything was good to go before I ended up back on the bridge. I had to smile at what we had accomplished. There is no way I could have built this ship by myself. I was a skilled rune crafter but building anything, not made from stone, was not my specialty. The only thing left was to wait for Ska to finish his assigned patrol then we would head for Houston.

            

    
        Chapter 182: An eye for an eye

    
    
    
    
                “You’re certain!” Lord Vik’t hissed in annoyance.

“Yes, my Lord,” Ashlam said from his kneeling position.

“This should have been expected, but this was too soon. To think the man already figured out how to make a flying ship.”

“Ahem,” Ashlam coughed, drawing his Lord’s attention.

“Speak.”

“We believe he has had this technology for some time, my Lord. But we have only recently confirmed the rumors ourselves.”

“What rumors,” Lord Vik’t demanded.

“Some people from Houston said he had a flying fortress made of stone. But those were dismissed as some sort of illusion. There were also these barges but they were said to only glide a few meters above the surface and moved quite slow. They also didn’t carry any weapons that we were aware of. So they were deemed unimportant.”

“Unimportant,” Lord Vik’t said coldly. “Do you know how difficult it is to make an object float? No, of course, you don’t. And why didn’t that idiot in Houston relay this information to me on my visit?”

“I am not sure, my Lord. Perhaps he was unaware?”

Lord Vik’t snorted, “more likely he kept me in the dark on purpose. But I will deal with that fool at another time. Go to the Guild headquarters in the Bazaar and have them send over some shipwrights. We can’t let this upstart town keep its tactical advantage for too long, they may get ideas.”

Ashlam swallowed, knowing the cost of sending shipwrights over this soon would drain most of the current city funds. “What about the army?”

“Release them for now. This information changes our plans slightly. I will also have to delay funding for a strike team. Send out some patrols to look for more resource locations, we need to recover these costs quickly if we wish to proceed with my plans.”

Ashlam saluted and left on his assigned tasks.

Lord Vik’t sat there, dropping his fake outrage. This actually worked in his favor. The council had denied him additional funds to obliterate the offending town, deeming it excessive and wasteful but if he used his own funds, they couldn’t deny his request.

Hearing about the flying ship had been surprising but not as much as he let on. But this may be a way for him to gain more influence and power within the Guild. Instead of being relegated to some backwater world as the Lord of a single town. If only he could secure this man, there was no telling what might be produced through his personal guidance. Not that the man was likely to enjoy the experience but that hardly mattered. He needed to get his hands on the man or eliminate him and learn his secrets.

***

The flight of the Retribution across the Horn had been uneventful and swift. I tested the maximum thrust of the ship and was able to push it above one hundred miles per hour for a short time. The only noticeable issue was Ska, gripping his chair so tightly he bent the arms. Apparently, he wasn’t a fan of the see-through floor.

“Is that better?” I asked as I turned off the wall transparency.

Ska rumbled grumpily. “It is disconcerting to feel like you’re on the verge of falling hundreds of feet.”

“Fair enough,” I said. But honestly, the fall probably wouldn’t harm him much if at all. I think he was more terrified of flying over open water while seeming to float in the air but I didn’t bring that fact up.

I turned toward the remote viewer and pulled the articulating arm it was mounted to toward me so I could still see where I was flying. I did need to reduce our speed further though, as going the normal full speed of around eighty was too fast to react to what was displayed in the orb.

Our flight took us past Houston and not much had changed as far as I could tell. It seemed the city was less lively though. And you could see more campfires burning outside the walls. I think I saw more mana cannons along the interior wall as well but it was dark so it was hard to tell.

Our passing went unnoticed as we were cloaked through the entire trip. One other thing I did notice is power was now only available inside the inner wall. That was a change since the last time I had passed by. I shook my head, that Edward Rosewell must be setting himself up as a proper dictator, big emphasis on the dick part.

I followed the instructions the Marshall had sent me and set the Retribution down on an abandoned runway a few miles from the ranch. Like the fortress, this ship had landing skids. As I got close to the surface, I extended the four skids and set the ship down. The skids made it so the bottom was four feet off the ground. It was designed that way to prevent the weapon systems on the underside from being blocked when we were landed.

A group of men appeared from a nearby hanger.

“You recognize any of them?” I asked Ska

“Yes, I have worked with at least a few of them when I hunted with the Marshall’s men.”

“Good enough for me,” I replied, extending the ramp from the side of the ship.

I had recognized a few as well but it was always good to verify. The side hatch ramp clanked against the crumbling tarmac of the runway and the men jogged over to get on board.

“Let's go meet them at the hatch,” I said, getting unbuckled from my chair.

***

The first man aboard held out his hand for me to shake, “Jim Mors, Mr. Fuller, I am the Marshall’s second in command.”

I shook the man's hand but frowned in confusion, “I thought he had another second in command?”

“He did, he was killed on a patrol when we ran into elves.”

“Sorry to hear that. So the elves are still a problem up here?”

“Not so much anymore. They tried to assault the ranch but weren’t expecting the mana cannons. A lot of Elves died that night and the attacks ceased. But there are still small scattered pockets of them. They usually just flee when our patrols enter their territory but one decided to fight it out. We managed to eliminate the group responsible but not before they killed three of ours.”

I nodded solemnly, “well, thanks for joining this strike team, did the Marshall tell you what we are about to do?”

Jim nodded, “we are going to retake Houston. I wasn’t sure how we were going to go about doing that with only this small group but seeing this new ship of yours I think it's doable.”

“Oh? But you don’t even know the ship's capabilities,” I said as we moved down the corridor.

“I was in the Marines before returning to civilian life, Mr. Fuller, I can tell a warship when I see one, and while I may not know its capabilities, I can guess if you only needed this many men for this trip, that the ship is likely strong enough to deal with the big issues, such as the enemy weapon emplacements and shield.”

“Fair enough,” I replied. “Do you want to sit in the command room?”

“No, I would only be in the way, besides, someone has to keep these idiots in line. I do have one question, how are we deploying from the ship?”

“Well, I can hover or land. Both put us at risk.”

“Too slow, that hatch would be a killing box. Any other way?”

“The deck is flat, people could jump from that if they have the skills.”

“That sounds doable but we're gonna need you to drop us in the town before you assault the main fortification. Can we do that without being seen?”

I smiled, “Yeah, I think I can accommodate that. I will send a ship-wide com when we are nearing the city.”

I showed him where the deck hatch was and he nodded, getting his people secured as close to the hatch as possible.

“You want to join them on the ground?” I asked Ska as we reentered the command room.

“Not for this attack. My only goal is to deal with the father.”

I nodded, “Everyone onboard and secured, we are taking off. The trip will be approximately two hours,” I said over the com.

“All secure, Mr. Fuller, and thanks for the ride,” a reply came in.

I should have figured Jim would find the radio.

I lifted off and got us turned back toward Houston. We had work to do.

***

Edward Rosewill was annoyed this morning. He had to attend breakfast with that asinine Guild representative. It may not have been so annoying but the man resided outside the inner compound. Edward didn’t trust him inside. The man always lorded his position and levels over Edward but those were quickly vanishing. Thanks to the dungeon the Marshall had found, Edward had managed to increase his level to sixteen. One more than that pompous windbag. He was looking forward to lording it over the man during breakfast when there was a flash of blinding light.

Edward spun around and his eyes went wide. Something was floating in the air and firing beams of energy at his compound shield. The shield quickly failed and the beams sliced straight through his building. There were explosions as the building came crashing down, filling the city with dust and debris.

“Sir, we have to go!” his guard said urging them on.

Edward protested but knew his guards were right, whoever just attacked had been aiming to kill him. His guards all had weapons out as they cut their way through the panicking civilians. There was another burst of light and explosions as the walls around his compound were fired on by this strange flying vessel. He saw a few weapons fire from atop the walls, in response, but a shield flared around the ship to intercept the attacks.

His security team came to a stop at an intersection.

“Why have we stopped!” Edward demanded.

Edward looked to where the guard was aiming his weapon. Standing across the street, looking bored, was the bastard that killed his precious daughter.

“What are you waiting for? Kill him!” Edward screamed.

“I knew you would flee,” the creature hissed proudly, stepping away from the light pole he had been leaning against and walking towards them.

A few of Edward's guards ran toward the creature but Edward blinked and the men were down. He hadn’t even seen the overgrown pussycat move, yet he had crossed the distance in a heartbeat, killing three men with ease.

This wasn’t a beast, this was a god damn monster. Edward ran, leaving his guards behind to hold this thing at bay.

Edward heard the screams and ran faster. He was just about to round the corner when something grabbed his shoulder with an iron grip. He was wrenched backward and tossed to the ground.

Looking up he spotted his attacker, it was the cat man. How had he dealt with his guards so quickly, no this couldn’t be. Edward scrambled to his feet and produced his own weapons, two enchanted hand axes.

The creature growled in approval and waved him forward. Edward wasn’t a fool though, he used Identify and paled when the results came back.

Ska | Grimalkin Hunter/Warden | 20/12

The beast was twice his level, but how. Edward knew he was outmatched, he needed to flee for the Bazaar. He whipped his enchanted axe at his opponent, hoping he would dodge it or it would injure him enough for Edward to escape.

No such luck. The beast’s hand snapped out and grabbed the weapon from the air. He growled in annoyance and slammed the weapon into the sidewalk with enough strength to bury half the head, then he pounced.

Edward screamed and tried to chop the creature apart with his other axe but the beast ignored the attack, letting it land as he slammed into him, knocking him from his feet.

***

Ska grunted in annoyance as he stood back up. He had hoped for a decent fight but the guards and this Rosewill fellow had been a huge disappointment. The one attack the man managed to land did a pitiful amount of damage and was completely healed by his return attack. Ska had even tried to keep the man alive but he was so weak that one set of attacks had killed him. Oh well, Ska hefted the corpse up and stuffed it into his storage. He would join the others for the assault on the inner compound, maybe someone in there would be a challenge.

            

    
        Chapter 183: Burning out the vermin

    
    
    
    
                I stared with fascination and maybe a touch of horror at the destruction my weapons had wrought. My estimate had been thirty seconds to a minute to burn through the shield based on what I knew of the shields I had on the fortress and the power of the weapons. But the barrage from all sixteen mana lasers – set to continuous fire – had burned through whatever shitty defense they called a shield in less than three seconds.

I had been so surprised that I didn’t get the beams turned off until most of the building facing me had been sliced through. I knew the beams had passed through the building and out the other side because I could see smoke rising from behind the taller building. Honestly, I had been more worried about overloading my weapons by using this setting more than anything else. They weren’t designed for continuous use. But the time frame had been so short that no damage occurred to the weapons.

There were a few small explosions from the building and shortly after the main target collapsed, causing dust and debris to billow out. There was another explosion from the building behind it and that building collapsed as well, adding to the chaos.

I was eventually pulled from my stupor as impacts rocked the shield of Retribution. I quickly glanced at the shield indicator. The attacks were powerful, coming from high-grade enchanted mana cannons, each impact dropping the shield five percent. But the defenders were not coordinated and my shields quickly recharged before the next impact slammed home.

Leaving the mana lasers to cool, I activated my mana cannon batteries and targeted along the length of the wall facing me. I fired as soon as the cannons were on target. The shots landed short, hitting the wall instead of the rampart but it was enough to blow the thing to pieces. I saw parts of bodies flying away along with the bits of the wall.

I had no sympathy for these people. They turned their backs on everyone for the illusion of power and prestige. If left alone their stagnant rot would corrupt further towns and the world didn’t need more bullshit like that.

I checked that the wall was reduced enough to allow the Marshall’s men to gain entry and I moved onto other sections, firing with only one cannon as I detected an enemy. In one particular instance, I got to witness one of the men on the wall fire his mana cannon into the city instead of at me. I sliced his legs off with a mana laser burst and left him there to scream. There wasn’t much for me to do after clearing the wall so I slowly floated around in a circle, watching for trouble while I adjusted the aiming parameters of the mana cannon targeting. The drop-off was more severe than I anticipated but my new changes should improve my mid-range accuracy.

The remote viewer actually came in really handy during this fight and I was glad I decided to keep it. While I could see everything from inside the command room, I couldn’t peer around buildings. But with the bird’s eye view that the orb gave me, I could watch streets that were out of sight. This was the first urban-style combat I had been in since Chicago and then we just destroyed every building that could hide enemy forces. Trying to keep the destruction to a minimum was much harder.

I did witness some tense fighting inside the wall but it appeared that most of Mr. Rosewill’s soldiers either fled or were killed in the initial attack. I did wonder if I killed him in my attack or if Ska was right. I hoped he was wrong, otherwise, I owed him a hundred credits.

It didn’t take long until I got the signal from Jim Mors, he looked injured but otherwise fine. I rocked the ship in acknowledgment and sped off to the north. There was no way I was landing in that mess.

***

Cleanup and securing the city took a week. I paid Ska his credits, the cheeky shit couldn’t stop gloating.

“So, what now, Jim?” I asked as I walked with him through the remains of the inner compound.

“Not sure. The Guild representative fled after your initial attack. We never had good information on where he was located so we couldn’t catch him. A few of the Rosewill guards escaped as well, either into the Bazaar or into the countryside. If we determine any of them broke the law while they were in charge of the city a bounty will be placed on them and they will be hunted down. Otherwise, it isn’t worth the time to go looking for them.”

I grunted in acknowledgment. “Who’s going to be in charge?”

“We found a few city representatives that were exiled from the town. Until a new Mayor can be elected, they will share the power.”

“Aren’t you afraid of another Edward Rosewill taking over, or another Guild flunky?”

“No, the shit that the last asshole in charge put them through was enough to open their eyes. Plus a demonstration of what happens to those sorts of people around here didn’t go unnoticed. Had the attack been slowed it may not have had the same effect but thankfully that wasn’t the case.”

I nodded. I could completely understand the citizens' reaction to seeing a ship appear from nowhere, obliterate two buildings, and reduce an entire fighting force to remnants within only minutes and I would be awed and terrified as well.

“So you and your men will stay here then?”

“Yeah, it was one of the reasons we chose to come. A lot of us still have family in Houston. We couldn’t sit back any longer. Besides Reinforcements should be here from the ranch by tomorrow,” Jim stated.

“Oh, I hadn’t realized more were coming.”

“Some were out on missions, others wanted to see if you could truly pull it off before they threw their hat in the ring.”

“Well, not everyone can be a front-line fighter,” I added. “I guess this is goodbye then,” I said, offering my hand.

Jim gripped it firmly and gave it a shake. “Thanks for the help.”

“No problem. If you see Ska tell him I’ll be waiting at the ship.”

“Will do,” Jim said, giving a casual wave as he turned and walked away.

***

Lord Vik’t tapped his finger in irritation. The loss of Houston was annoying. He hadn’t expected this Paul Fuller to move so quickly to retake the town. Not that he much cared, the town wasn’t under his jurisdiction and it only hurt his competitor within the Guild. There wasn’t even any attempt to retake the town, as it was deemed too in the red to be worth the effort.

Lord Vik’t didn’t necessarily disagree. The cost to retake the town, refortify it – properly this time – and install a competent steward was just not worth it considering the meager wealth and items that flowed through the town. The only reason it had been deemed worthy before was the enchanted items of Paul Fuller’s that came from that town as well as someone in charge offering up the town on a silver platter.

Still, Lord Vik’t made a note to watch the town. A future chance may come along to reestablish ties within the city and bring it into his circle of influence. Not now, of course, all of his money was tied up with these damn shipbuilders that he had transported over. They were busy putting together a construction yard and in three months' time would begin the process of construction on their first dirigible.

Dirigibles were much easier to maintain than whatever nonsense this Paul Fuller was flying around in. He had seen the captured images from his spies within Houston. It looked nothing like any ship he had seen but the destructive capabilities were on par with a Guild galleon, despite its small size.

Lord Vik’t would have liked to create a frigate or even a galleon airship but his funds and resources were limited. So he would settle on two galleys They were smaller but faster and had two-thirds the weapons of a galleon. He would have liked to get a closer look at the weapons on this strange ship of Mr. Fuller’s but his people couldn’t get close enough. It wasn’t important, he could overwhelm the man with numbers if he had to.

***

It felt extremely liberating to check another concern off my list. I knew the list would never end and Martin had been right, somewhere along the way I lost myself and only kept fighting for the sake of others. But that was smothering their growth.

Sure I could help them level but even that wasn’t necessarily a good thing. Even I found it hard to utilize all my newfound abilities and attributes that I had gained since hitting level twenty.

While it would have been nice to have them join me on this journey, they had lives to live and had found a place to make their own. I liked Saint June but it still didn’t feel like home to me, more a place of safety I could retreat to. And now with Fiona able to retake human form permanently, I suspected she would quickly try to conceive that child she had wanted so badly. I wished the two of them the best of luck.

As for Ska, well he was finding his own path as well. I think him getting kicked from his clan led to him taking up the role of the protector with his warden class. I think he feared losing his new friends and family even more than I did, he just wasn’t as vocal or expressive about it but if you knew him well enough, as I did, you could see the slight facial ticks that he tried to hide.

I had done as much as I could for my friends and the town and it was time for me to start a journey of my own again. I was no stranger to loneliness but it wasn’t exactly an enjoyable experience. I would have to take on a more friendly persona if I wanted to make new friends along the way.

I chuckled, thinking about the last words Fiona had said to me. “Don’t be such an asshole to everyone you meet, and just maybe you might meet someone nice.”

“I will try,” I said softly to the empty ship as I flew southeast across the old Gulf of Mexico.

            

    
        Chapter 184: Discovering new lands

    
    
    
    
                It had been two weeks since I departed Saint June, in search of what, I wasn’t quite sure yet. Action and adventure I guess. Or maybe just the ability to see something new was what I needed.

My path took me across the eastern parts of South America but I didn’t linger or stop long. There wasn’t much to speak about in the area, it had been devastated by something. War or some calamity had left the once dense jungle barren and blackened. I’m pretty sure the area I was in was the former country of Brazil but it was hard to tell. I saw the remnants of a few cities. The houses looked like they were gutted by a monumental blast but there wasn’t the telltale sign of fire or the lingering radiation of nuclear weapons.

The damage was also quite old. I was able to determine this by the fact that new plants were already growing in the area of destruction. It also didn’t look like the destruction caused by those magical insects we ran across on our flight to assault the Black Dragon. Those things left nothing but bare dirt in their path. Not like here, where there were still stumps of broken-off trees and the villages.

Seeing as this was the first interesting discovery I had come across, I decided to map it out. The area of destruction wasn’t uniform, with some areas spanning miles farther out. It didn’t take long to find the epicenter of the blast thanks to the angle of the debris though.

I didn’t go down and look, satisfied to view it from a distance. What I could see from the ship was a small object that looked like a statue, sitting in the exact center of the devastation. Even from a thousand feet up I could feel a sickly crawling sensation in my mind when I looked upon the object. From what I could see, it looked like a slightly melted humanoid figure with six grotesque arms of differing sizes and two mismatched legs.

Each arm held a different wicked-looking weapon. Remembering what happened with the dream crystal, I decided to leave the area, not even trying to use Identify on the strange statue. I was almost certain whatever it was, it was responsible for the lack of life below. I had been tempted to blow it up with my ship's weapons but decided against that, in case mana was what activated its power.

The statue was also a good reminder that there were far more terrible and dangerous things in this world. I really needed to get some sort of item that gave me general knowledge about the multiverse. ‘Where is a hitchhiker’s guide when you needed one?’ I lamented.

I followed the eastern coast of South America until I spotted something across the ocean in the East. It wasn’t quite clear what it was even with zooming in as far as I could using the Retribution’s viewer.

I had to search my memory to recall if there were any islands off the coast. I knew the Falkland Islands were near the southern tip but I wasn’t that far south yet.

Figuring it was worth a look I turned the ship and headed in that direction. I was in no hurry so I set the ship to quarter speed and set it to alert me if anything hostile approached. Then I headed off to my cabin for some rest.

***

I was awoken from a dead slumber by the blaring ship alarm. I stumbled out of bed and ran to the command room without even getting dressed. By the time I arrived the alarm had shut itself off.

“Ship, show the reason for the alarm!” I said, confused. I thought maybe the control system was having a fit. It wasn’t like I had tested it for these conditions.

A small red indicator popped up and stopped at a blank section of the sky.

I groaned, it looked like it was an error.

Well, since I was already awake, I sat in my seat and started going over the log to see if I could fix the error.

I was halfway through the log when the ship rocked violently and I was nearly tossed out of the seat. I managed to grip the arms of the chair before that happened.

“What the hell was that!”

The screen started populating with dozens of red boxes. I realized it hadn’t been a glitch, but whatever it was, I couldn’t see them. I quickly turned off the cloak and switched to the shield. Another explosion rocked the Retribution but this one was less severe as the shield took the brunt of the impact.

I checked the shield integrity and paled. One blast had taken off ten percent of the shield. Whatever was attacking me had more firepower than a mana cannon. And now the ship was surrounded by the things.

***

“Sir! We have reports of an explosion in the gossamer field,” one of his spotters stated.

“Oh? Get me a viewer and let's see who was stupid enough to enter their hunting grounds.”

A moment later a thick piece of glass, that looked like the end of a broken bottle, was handed to Captain Grulaine. Grulaine flicked his long feathered ears in annoyance as he looked for his target. His ship the Forsooth was hidden amongst the clouds, using them as cover to repair from recent damage in a raid. It had been a profitable haul but he wouldn’t turn down another juicy target, especially one dumb enough to fly directly into the deadly floating creatures called gossamers, they had a tendency to explode.

He quickly spotted the ship as another explosion rocked its shield.

“Hmm, it's not a design I am familiar with. Looks like maybe a fast courier type of flying ship. No dirigible to keep it aloft so it isn’t Guild, nor wind magic like our ship. I wonder if this is some new vessel from the dormians,” he pondered out loud.

“The bird folk, sir?” his second in command asked.

“Why not, they are the only ones I know that would be dumb enough to fly into a gathering like this.”

Grulaine put the viewer back in its case and handed it to the waiting crewmember. “Prepare the ship, we will follow from above and behind this foolish ship. Once they clear the gossamer field, we will strike. I want to force them to land on the water so we can secure that ship.”

There was a round of aye, aye captain as everyone ran about to get to their stations. Normally Grulaine would avoid a confrontation, being that his ship was already damaged from one attack but this was too good to pass up. Besides, he had the element of surprise.

***

“Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck!” I screamed as the ship rocked for what felt like the hundredth time. The shields were holding and recharging slowly. All I could do was hold on and pray I made it through this madness alive.

There was no turning around or going above or below whatever these things were. I thought they were floating mines at one point but I finally got a good look at one and it looked like an enormous jellyfish, only floating and explosive.

I had already made the mistake of firing my top-mounted mana cannon. It worked but the damn things seemed to be attracted by the magical energy so now the ship was getting assaulted by even more of the damn things as they floated closer. They were slow though so I would eventually outrun the creatures.

They were so thick in front of the ship that the control system was having a hard time pointing them all out.

The ship rumbled as multiple impacts shook the shield and everything went quiet after that. I breathed a sigh of relief seeing no more indicators in front of the ship.

“Ship, report damage!”

The ship didn’t have a voice prompt for most commands but it was more than capable of understanding simple instructions and displaying a view of the ship.

I noted one small black section along the front right of the bow. There were several red sections around it. Thankfully I had gotten the shield up before any other significant damage occurred. I would have to set down and repair it sooner or later. It was a good thing I brought spare parts and took some welding classes from Timothy.

I was just about to unstrap myself from my seat to go inspect the damage when the alarm blared again and the ship shook far more violently than before. I was jerked against the restraints, knocking the air out of me.

I groaned in my chair as I looked around for what the new problem was. The screen showed a big red bracket over a small cloud above and to the left of my current location.

I was confused for a second until I saw something poke out from inside the cloud. Reacting on instinct, I jerked the Retribution down and the large cannonball flew over the top of the ship. Another passed over as I flew lower.

I didn’t waste any time, activating the deck weapons and firing them all into the cloud.

The explosions from my mana cannons blasted a clear spot in the cloud and I finally saw my enemy for the first time.

It looked like an old-school steamship mixed with an even older sailing ship, minus the sails. The clouds were starting to dissipate around the top of the ship as the smokestacks stopped producing whatever it was it produced to obscure the vessel. I saw at least three decks of cannons facing my direction and swore.

These were not the elegantly designed mana cannons but a cruder if just as effective cannon. I fired off my weapons again as I glanced at my shield. It had recharged to eighty percent.

My weapons impacted the enemy shields shield causing it to rock wildly and the next shot to miss me completely. The only reason I could think that they hadn’t fired all of their weapons at once was that they wanted my ship. Well, fuck that!

I tightened my straps and jerked the steering yolk into a tight climb as I increased the power output of my thrusters to maximum output. I didn’t use the afterburners as I had dubbed the additional thrusters but I still climbed rapidly. My move must have surprised my attackers as their next shots flew off below me.

“You fuckers wanna fight, have a taste of this!” I yelled, activating all of my underside weapons.

***

“Captain! The target is rising too quickly for our cannons to track.”

“Bah,” Grulaine cursed, it should have been an easy target, weakened from the explosions and struck by surprise but the damn ship had shields comparable to his own at the very least. “I’m going to rock the ship, tell the gunners to fire a full spread!” he shouted.

“Sir!” the spotter yelled, “the target is deploying more weapons on its underside.”

“What!” Grulaine paled, it was bad enough that other ship had mana cannons, let alone that other weird weapon but to have even more. This must be a bait ship he realized. He furiously thought before giving an order. The Forsooth wasn’t fully repaired from its last encounter and this unknown vessel was posing far too much of a challenge. “Recall that last order, we’re leaving.”

Without waiting for a reply on his orders, Grulaine jerked the wheel to the left and pushed it forward. The Forsooth plummeted below a line of weapons fire released by the unknown vessel. Not all of it was successfully avoided, however.

“Shields are down, Captain. Reports are coming in of damage to the top deck and one of the cloud stacks.”

“Set the other stack to full power, we need to find a storm cloud and lose this enemy ship.”

***

My barrage had mostly missed and if it hadn’t been for my long-range targeting being a bit off still, even the blasts from the mana cannons would have missed completely. Keeping track of everything going on while flying and fighting the ship in an aerial battle was turning out to be way more difficult than I had imagined. But I wasn’t about to give up on seeking some revenge.

The problem was the enemy ship was heading in the opposite direction and I needed to turn around. I could flip the ship on its axis as it didn’t rely on conventional lift to keep it aloft but at the speed, I was going, that could cause more damage to the already damaged ship. I would have to try the maneuver out later to see if it worked but for now, I slowed down and did a wide turn, all the while the other ship was steaming away at probably half my speed.

It was literally steaming away, the stack on the deck, spewing more cloud stuff that wrapped around the vessel to hide it from sight at an astonishing speed. I saw their goal, a large formation of clouds off in the distance. I thought it weird at first, seeing clouds this low to the ground but who knew what was normal anymore, especially in this section of the world.

I did try to fire my mana lasers into the clouds but I couldn’t tell if my attacks were doing anything with all the clouds surrounding the fleeing ship. For all I knew, the beams were rendered useless by the scattering effect, similar to lasers.

I tried to catch up but the small cloud of the ship vanished amongst the huge dark stormcloud only seconds before I could get into range of my mana cannons. I cursed the bastards for slipping away but swung back around to continue on my journey. I kept a closer eye on the skies though, making sure no more small clouds were getting near me. I retracted my bottom weapons but left my shields up, repairs would have to wait until I landed somewhere safe.

            

    
        Chapter 185: The Isles of Mist

    
    
    
    
                No other dangers jumped out to attack as I closed in on my destination. I was now close enough to see what it was.

Massive chunks of stone and dirt floated above the ocean. At first, it was just off the ocean surface but as I got closer I could see it rose up higher, with huge chunks of land just floating in the air with no apparent means to keep them there.

It wasn’t uniform either but more like rocky outcroppings and small islands leading to a massive island near the center. I call it an island but it was enormous. I had once seen the smaller Hawaiian islands from above and this one island matched that in size. But I could see more off in the distance. Some were far higher in the sky than even this island.

One thing was certain though, the island was lush and inhabited.

A veritable jungle of connected vines – turned into bridges – clung to smaller outcropping islands. Each one sported small clusters of homes and what appeared to be… docks. But they weren’t normal docks, seeing as they floated in the air along with the ships moored to them.

Smaller vessels flitted between the clustered islands, some dipping toward the ocean below to catch fish, others soaring high into the skies and the strangely low clouds to catch… other things.

I skirted around the island as I took it all in. A few of the locals, none human as far as I could tell, glanced toward my ship with curiosity but nobody attempted to approach.

The population reminded me of the small islander cities in the Philippines. The people just going about their day and not worrying about the other issues of the world.

As I approached the northern end of the island I spotted a much larger city and port. This one sported an array of different ships, quite a few larger and more heavily armed than the Retribution.

I saw a couple that resembled the one I tussled with earlier in the day, docked and taking on supplies. There were a few that looked like odd dirigible constructs. Large balloons strapped above what resembled old wooden sailing vessels. There were even a few ships that looked like hot air balloons and one ship that looked like a wicker aircraft carrier, held aloft by massive feathery oars.

To say that the scene was mind-blowing was an understatement. But surprisingly it didn’t rank as number one of weird shit I had witnessed to date.

I did see some of the crew aboard the larger vessels eye me warily as I slowly closed into port. I also didn’t miss the fact that one of the dirigible ships carried the flag of the Guild. I would have to keep an eye on that one, I didn’t need any more trouble at the moment.

None of the ships was outrightly hostile as I entered the bay. Could you call it a bay if it wasn’t on the ocean? I didn’t know and didn’t care, so bay it was.

The city nestled in the bay was many times larger than the others I had passed and it sported a more industrialized theme than the simple wooden or thatch houses I had seen thus far. From that alone, I knew it must be a thriving port. I maneuvered my ship into an available dock. The cradle below easily held the weight of Retribution. Seeing as my ship was only a third of the size of some of the larger vessels, I had spotted, I wasn’t surprised.

Seeing as nobody had fired upon me here, I figured this city was a good place to get information and answers also repair my ship. I set the ship on standby and set the defensive measures to only engage threats aboard the ship. I didn’t want the controller going nuts and vaporizing half the town if some curious local wandered near. I also set instructions for it to maintain this altitude, even if the cradle broke, the ship would remain.

After that was done, I donned my armor, minus my helmet, and stepped out from the upper hatch and onto the open deck.

I took in the amazing view, spotting a rail-thin creature hurrying down the dock toward my location. I figured this was the dockmaster or something like it so I closed the hatch and leaped off the ship, landing lightly on the dock.

“Greetings, stranger, and welcome to Posa. We don’t get many metal ships around here, and I have never seen one quite like yours. What brings you to this humble port of the Avuilian Protectorate?”

I studied the weird avian creature. He, at least I think it was a he, was painfully slim and had a long neck, long thin bird-like legs but instead of wings, had a flap of skin that stretched between its hip to just above its wrist. The head sported a sharp pointed beak and four black orbs for eyes. I would say it resembled a heron but that was only due to the long thin neck and beak.

I cleared my throat, “I was exploring when I ran into some trouble, then I found this port and thought I may be able to stop and affect repairs.”

The creature's neck turned oddly as he examined the damage at the front of my ship. “I see, Pirate encounter then?”

“… Um, no, well I did encounter one of those as well, at least I assume it was a pirate. But the damage was my fault. I flew into a swarm of some unknown creature.”

The creature chittered in mirth. “You must not be from around here, if you were you would have steered clear of the Gossamer swarm. They are harmless creatures, for the most part, but are attracted to mana updrafts. This makes them highly explosive when it's mixed with the natural gasses their bodies produce to keep them aloft.”

“Yes, well, I learned my lesson from that encounter.”

The birdman jerked his beak up in what I assumed was a nod, “as for the pirate, can you describe their ship. We have had a few reports of activity lately but it's always important to note any new encounters.”

“Um sure, it looked like that ship over there,” I said pointing to one of the steamships.

The bird’s head swiveled around nearly one-eighty to look at the ship I was pointing to, giving me the creeps.

“A cloud ship, hmm… It could be a few different pirates that I am aware of. Do you have any other insights into this attacker?”

I told the birdman everything I had seen, the decks, the guns, even how it tried to approach me.

“Going by this information it was probably the Forsooth, captained by a Jerboa by the name of Grulaine. Honestly, you are lucky to still have your ship and your life. The man is known to be ruthless and cunning. We suspected he was back in the area when another merchant ship went missing a few days ago but this only confirms it.”

“Why not just fire at every cloud that gets near, surely that would deter the pirate?” I offered.

“Perhaps but the cost in ammunition would be untenable. The mists today are rather sparse but they can quickly cover the entire kingdom, making travel difficult unless you can fly above the mist layer. Even then, there are only a handful of ports that high up, making the pirates that hunt among the mists a real concern for any merchant's vessel.”

“Fair enough,” I conceded. “My name’s Paul by the way.”

The creature nodded, “you may call me Glak, I am the port master. I see your ship is armed?”

“It is,” I replied slowly, “will that be an issue?”

“No, but if you would like to make money, there are bounties available for the pirates. Seeing as you survived an encounter with one of the more vicious ones around here, perhaps you would be interested in taking on some of those contracts.”

“I’ll think about it, for now, I’m just going to explore the city.”

“Certainly. The docking fee is ten credits a day. Will the rest of your crew be joining you?”

I was about to say I had no other crew but stopped myself. “Not at this moment. They have to affect repairs on some internal systems.”

The birdman nodded again and waved me on. “Enjoy the city, Captain Paul.”

I should have really fixed my ship first but this was too interesting of a situation to pass by. Besides, it wouldn’t take me too long to cut out the damaged armor and replace it. Most of the armor was flat panels and I only needed to cut the required size from my backup stock. A plasma cutter would make quick work of that.

To say the city was rowdy was an understatement.

I spotted at least ten different humanoid races present. I learned that the dockmaster was a race called a Dormian. I also learned what a Jerboa was. They were tall beastkin that looked a bit like a mouse, fox mix, with enormous tufted ears and long thin tails with a poof of white hair at the tip.

The city had quite a collection of these Jerboas around and from my estimate, they were all taller than humans. They were also quite an eclectic mix. Most sported short light brown fur over their entire bodies. At least I assumed it was their entire bodies as they didn’t wear much in the form of clothing, the women even less so than the men.

Some wore a three-pointed hat, with slits cut in it for their ears to protrude through. The hats, as well as the creature's ears, were usually highly decorated. I didn’t know what if any significance the decorations had. As for their ears, some had dozens of ringed piercings, so many in some cases that the long upright ears drooped over from the weight.

Going by how other Jerboa treated the Jerboa with drooped ears it seemed like a sign of station or respect.

Their clothing wasn’t any less garish. Usually made with clashing colors, both bright and loose-fitting.

On the contrary, the Dormian or bird people were much more reserved in their coloring and choices of clothing. As far as I could tell, those two races made up the majority of the people in the city, with a smattering of other races mixed in. I even saw a few humans, though I doubted they were from Earth.

With that in mind, I looked for a staple of all ports, a bar.

It didn’t take too long to find the establishment. It was just off the loading area of the dock, past a large billboard with the words “Bounty Board” written on it.

I stopped in front of the board and looked at the pictures posted. There were quite a few wanted pirates, more than I thought possible. The rewards ranged from a few credits to ten thousand credits. Turns out Captain Grulaine wasn’t even on the higher end coming in at a six thousand credit bounty, dead or alive. It made me wonder what the other people on this list did to garner that large a bounty.

I didn’t grab any of the sheets as I wasn’t sure I wanted the responsibility at the moment. Instead, I headed into the bar, which was quite busy for it only being past noon. I found an empty table and ordered a drink when the waiter came by.

For the next few hours, I just sat in the bar, drinking and eating as I listened in to the conversations going on around me. I learned quite a bit by just being perceptive.

Turns out pirate activity had increased significantly since the isles of fog were transported to Earth. At least that was what the Jerboa called the floating island chain. There also seemed to be some tension between them and the Avuilian Protectorate, although, it didn’t seem to be enough to affect trade relations. It also turned out that Posa – the port I was currently in – was a small port town within the island chain. That probably explained why pirate attacks were more frequent as it was on the edge of the territory.

I didn’t get a complete picture of the size of this area but from what I overheard, some ships would sail for weeks before reaching their next port. Depending on how fast these ships moved, this island chain could be larger than the entire United States.

I lifted my drink to mull over this information as the bar quieted and all of the Jerboa turned toward the door and the newcomer that had just stepped inside.

This new arrival was also a Jerboa but smaller than any I had seen thus far. If I had to estimate, he stood less than five feet tall. The Jerboa also sported a greying muzzle but you could hardly tell through the light tan fur. The last thing of note about this newcomer was the ears. Both had so many earrings that they hung limply on either side of his head and jingled lightly when he walked.

Despite the age and appearance of this Jerboa, he had sharp eyes that took in everything within the bar. His eyes locked onto me and they stopped.

“Well, this can’t be good,” I muttered.

            

    
        Chapter 186: The dishonored

    
    
    
    
                I watched closely as the Jerboa made his way through the bar and over to my table. Other Jerboa near his path got up and moved away but it didn’t seem like the same respect I saw out in the street. This looked more like disgust or pity.

When he finally stood on the opposite side of the table from me, he spoke. “May I sit?” he asked quietly through a raspy voice that sounded like he had smoked three packs a day for his entire life.

I glanced around the bar, seeing it had filled up since I had first entered. That didn’t mean there weren’t other open seats, but I felt like this wasn’t a random guy down on his luck, just looking for a place to sit where someone didn’t hate him. No this felt like someone who wanted something. I had considered taking on crew after spotting this port town, but I wasn’t about to make a yes or no decision without learning more.

I grumbled internally at being a nexus of events and replied. “I guess.”

The Jerboa nodded once and hopped into the chair, sitting crosslegged to raise his height up. He set a dusty and worn tri-tipped hat on the table and ordered a drink from the bartender as he walked past.

“I can see you have questions but allow me to ask a few of my own first, it might make things more clear,” he said after his drink arrived. “Are you from around these parts?”

I shook my head.

“I thought not. Then are you familiar with Jerboa customs at all?”

“Nope,” I replied.

He nodded slightly, causing his earrings to jingle. “Then let me give you some background to help you.”

He pointed to his hat. “Jerboa custom is to get a trinket for every ship they sail upon. As you can see by my hat I have sailed upon dozens of vessels over my lifetime. It is rare to see a Jerboa with fewer than five as we don’t like to remain in one place for too long.”

Next, he brushed his right ear, sending a rippling tinkle down the attached earrings. “Each silver ring represents a hostile action, successfully fought off as a crewman. Each gold represents the same thing, but as a captain instead.”

I looked at the ten silver rings and my eyes widened at the twenty-five golden rings. There was one final ring on the ear with fewer rings and it looked like obsidian or some black stone.

“And the black one?” I asked, gesturing with my cup.

“… that one is a mark of shame. For surviving when the rest of your crew and ship was lost to pirates.”

I was starting to get a picture of what the Jerboa wanted. “Why bother wearing it then?”

“A mark of shame is preferable to being cast into the great blue,” he replied simply.

“Ok, so now that I know, and as I look around this bar, it appears you have the most experience of anyone in here. So why me?”

“It is taboo for a Jerboa to have someone aboard their ship that carries a mark of shame. It is thought to be a bad omen, no matter the man’s accomplishments. Simpler to play it safe though and actively avoid them in ports as well.”

“Okay… so what did you want from me then?”

“The dockmaster said you had a gunship and had a run-in with Captain Grulaine. Is that true?”

“The dockmaster should learn to keep his fat beak closed,” I hissed, “but yes, it's true. Why do you ask?”

The man chittered at my insult, “I wish to join your crew, and get out of this small backwater port.”

“No offense, but I don’t even know your name.”

“Khikall,” he replied quickly.

“Khikall is your name?” I asked.

He nodded.

“Listen, Captain Khikall, I-,” he cut me off.

“Just Khikall, I am no longer a captain.”

“Ok, so why would I want you on my ship, why can’t you join a non-Jerboa crew instead?”

“The guild ships only take on Guild personnel. The birdbrains or Dormian’s would take me on but at the first sign of trouble, they abandon their ships and fly to the nearest port. I would be left to the mercies of the pirates at that point. I would be better off throwing myself into the ocean.”

The guy’s reasoning seemed legit and I did need more crew for the Retribution but could I trust him. I mulled it over in my mind before coming to a decision.

“I can’t have useless people aboard my ship, it's small and there isn’t room for slackers. I’ll need you to prove to me that you can hold your own in a fight. So, you will duel me, and if I determine you are acceptable, I will take you on. Deal?”

I had already used Identify on the man and saw his level was nineteen. I thought given his impressive rings that it would have been higher but I’m sure there was a story there. As for his class, that was hidden. Heck for all I knew his level might be falsified as well. A duel should quickly ferret out if he was stronger than he let on.

“Fine,” he said, beginning to stand, “but a word of caution. You should never call into question another Jerboa’s fighting ability, even if he does have a black ring. That sort of insult would result in a blood feud and the entire clan of the aggrieved would throw themselves at you until either you or they were dead.”

I quired an eyebrow, “fair enough, so why are you any different?”

“I have no family,” he said, turning around and beginning to walk out.

“Wait, where are you going?” I asked.

“To the dueling ring, we can’t fight it out in here, the constable would toss us off the island.”

I quickly downed the rest of my drink and hurried after the surprisingly quick Jerboa as he made his way out of the bar. It was kind of neat the way the crowd parted at his approach. Then I thought about what he had said. Tossing someone off a floating island would definitely be more effective than doing it on a normal island. I would have to remember to stay out of trouble.

It didn’t take more than a few minutes to reach an open square filled with packed sand. I felt a prickle across my skin as we passed a line on the ground. I figured it was a barrier of some sort to keep fights contained. I guess to protect you from inadvertently harming others while you were dueling.

“How do you want to do this?” Khikall asked.

“I’m not sure what you mean?”

“Weapons and skills only or magic as well?” he clarified.

I shrugged, “wouldn’t do me any good to only see part of what you’re capable of, so go all out.”

“Very well, are you ready?”

I nodded, my staff appearing in my hand and my helmet appearing over my head.

I did see him spare a curious glance at my armor and weapon before he produced his own. His loose-fitting clothing was replaced by buckled leather armor with crisscrossing straps that held dozens of small knives. His weapon of choice appeared to be a small whip.

I initiated the duel and as soon as the countdown finished, he reacted, using his tail to grab one of the knives and flick it toward me with impressive speed. The knife took on a blue glow as it flashed across the space. I flicked my staff over and knocked it out of the air, then twisted aside as the tip of his whip streaked toward my head. The crack as the whip hit its extension, blew me off my feet and I rolled away from yet another incoming dagger, this one impacting the ground with a small explosion.

I smiled inside my helmet and snapped my hand out, firing off an Arcane Bolt. Khikall used his tail as a third limb to push himself out of the path of my spell as he tossed two daggers into the air.

So far he had taken the initiative in the battle, it was time to turn that around and see how he handled it. I activated Blink Step and rushed him, dodging the two daggers his tail grabbed out of the air and tossed at me.

He swung his whip again but I was able to catch it before it cracked the air. It felt like gripping a high voltage wire but I endured the agony as I swung my staff at his torso with my other arm. Khikall pulled on the whip, probably trying to pull me off balance but instead pulling himself closer.

I realized quickly that I had been wrong, he had fully intended to pull himself closer to me. His unoccupied hand now held another weapon. Just before the short lance would have pierced my chest, I activated Time Shudder which gave me time to activate Unstoppable Force.

The lance skittered across my armor as I shoulder-checked the smaller Jerboa, sending him rolling across the arena. The damage of the attack had been minimal as I hadn’t had much momentum built up but my strength was enough to bowl over the lighter fighter.

I reset my stance as he somersaulted to his feet, not wasting any time and attacking again. This time three daggers were thrown at the same time, but all three landed between us, creating a hazy ripple that made him vanish from view.

“That’s a neat trick,” I said, activating my tattoo. When I didn’t see him behind his daggers, I jumped to the side but not before I felt the impact of his bladed whip against my back.

So not just a concealment ability, but a short-range teleport, interesting. I whipped my staff around, Activating Shockwave as I did so.

The sickle of energy tore through the space the Jerboa had been standing in a moment after he leaped into the air using his tail as a spring. I knocked away two more daggers before I Overcharged Frostwave and turned the area he was going to land in, into a frozen hellscape.

He slipped as he landed, his taloned feet unable to gain purchase on the frozen ground. The mistake was small but more than enough for me to take advantage of. Before he could recover, I fired Energy Lance, hitting him in the shoulder as he tried to twist out of the way. He was sent tumbling across the square but he wasn’t out of tricks either it seemed.

Before I could chase him down and take advantage of his weakness, lightning crackled across the square, locking up my muscles. My eyes caught the discarded daggers and I groaned in annoyance. Somehow he was able to transfer elemental powers through the weapons and created a field to his advantage. It was an effective tactic. It may have even worked against someone with a lower resistance but with my armor and my Elemental Defense, the stun effect only lasted for a second and the damage was minimal. He also wasn’t prepared to take immediate advantage of the situation as he was slow to rise from my last attack, so I activated a staple of my spell repertoire and cast Earth Fist.

The pillar of Earth slammed right into his gut, lifting him off the ground and the match ended.

“I’m getting old and slow,” Khikall groaned as he rose to his feet.

“No, I think you were just a bit outmatched. Is nineteen your true level?”

He nodded.

“Well, it's not mine.”

“So above twenty then,” he grunted, “care to share to soothe an old man's pride?”

“Perhaps when there are fewer eyes around,” I said, glancing at the crowd of spectators we had drawn.

“Fair enough, does that mean you’ll allow me to join your crew?” he asked, a hint of hope in his voice.

“You seem competent enough, it's more than I can say for most people I come across. So for the moment, sure.”

He nodded once as he turned to retrieve his weapons.

Honestly, the Jerboa was quite the fighter. I wondered what he had been like in his prime? Even at his advanced age, he had been able to keep up with someone twice his level. It showed how much skill trumped levels. And just pointed out that I still had a long way to go before my skill was anywhere close.

            

    
        Chapter 187: Captain Paul

    
    
    
    
                “So, Captain, what are your plans?” Khikall asked as he walked beside me through the city.

I shrugged, “not sure. I originally came to this part of the world to simply explore. But as you know I was attacked. I’m not the kind of person to forgive and forget. First, I need to make some repairs to my ship, then decide what to do. Although, I would still like to explore the Isles of Fog,” I stated, letting him know in no uncertain terms what might happen if he turns on me.

He grunted, “that may be difficult and not just because of the pirates.”

“Oh?”

“If you aren’t planning on running trade, most ports will deny you entry at the least, the rest will simply fire on you as a precaution if you have an armed ship. Even pirate hunters may turn their guns on you if they can’t identify your vessel. Safer to apologize to the survivors than let a pirate escape.”

“Well, that’s discouraging to hear. I certainly don’t want to run supplies between ports. How can we avoid this?” I asked, not disclosing that I could cloak my ship.

“You have a few options. Join up with a convoy for defense. Run cargo, but you already said you didn’t care to do that. And get a pirate hunter writ.”

I grunted in annoyance at the options knowing only one really worked for me. But then again if it gave me free rain to hunt down my attacker all the better. “What does this writ entail?”

“Talk to the dockmaster. He can get you signed up and give you the token that will alert friendly ports that you are not a pirate. Then you can take on any pirate contract you wish.”

“What's to stop the pirates from getting ahold of this writ or tracking those with it to destroy them?”

Khikall hesitated for a moment before replying, “… the writ can’t be used by anyone besides the original contractor. It’s synced to their unique mana signature. As for the other concern, it’s a possibility but would require a tracking device, and those are built into only Guild ships.”

I didn’t like the thought of Guild ships being able to track me but this writ sounded a lot like the same magic that was in my badge from back when I worked for the Marshall. I wondered if I could spoof it and remove the tracking feature. It was something I would look into while we traveled.

“And let me guess, I can’t take these contracts without having a writ?”

He shook his head.

“Fine, but I want to make repairs to my ship before I speak with the dockmaster, I can’t imagine my decision will remain secret until after I leave otherwise.”

“A fair assessment,” Khikall replied.

We reached the end of the dock where my ship was, “wait here, I need to turn off the anti-intrusion defenses, otherwise, it may not end well for you.”

“Very well, I will remain here until you call for me, Captain.”

“Ugh, just call me Paul, none of this captain nonsense.”

I jumped aboard the ship and entered the top hatch. Seeing as there were no crispy corpses on the deck, I assumed nobody had tried their luck. It took a minute for me to turn off the defenses. I then grabbed a security token for Khikall that would authorize his access aboard and tossed it to him on the dock.

“Don’t lose that, it's safe to come aboard. Welcome to my ship, Retribution!”

He sprang onto the deck, using his tail and powerful legs to launch himself off the dock. “A fitting name for a warship,” he said, looking at the weapons. “Those aren’t mana cannons.”

“…hmm perceptive. Let's get below and I can give you a quick tour. How does this ship compare so far to some of your other ships?”

“It's smaller than almost any vessel I have crewed upon but larger than the first vessel I captained but not by much. It doesn’t resemble any type of vessel I have ever seen either.”

“So this is your first look? Here I would have thought you would come to check it out when you heard about me from the dockmaster,” I said in amusement.

“I felt it more prudent to locate you, in case you decided to leave shortly after I learned of your arrival.”

“Fair enough, I have to get some items from below to fix the damage, you might as well join me and I can show you around.”

He nodded, “where are the other crew, I would have thought I would meet them or at least hear them by now.”

I smiled, “you are talking to the only other crew aboard.”

He stopped as we got to the bottom of the stairs to the upper hatch. “Wait, you fly this ship alone? And you managed to escape Captain Grulaine with minimal damage?” he said with open-mouthed shock.

“Well, I can control the entire ship from one console but it was more difficult than I had anticipated. This ship is new and was never really tested in battle conditions. So you would probably be better at operating this ship than me.”

Khikall looked around, “I’m not sure about that.”

“Fair enough, but if I can do it so can you. Let's continue while we walk. You asked about my level before. Like you, I have a skill that hides my second class and level. I won’t tell you what my second class is but my levels are twenty-one and eighteen if that makes your loss any better.”

“Twice my level, even in my prime, I would have been hard-pressed to deal with someone that strong but thank you for telling me. I will return the gesture, my class is called Elemental Blade, It allows me to imbue elemental energies into any bladed weapon and allows me to wield any weapon with some proficiency. Although, I prefer my whip and knives.”

“I can see why, they were highly effective. Tell me, Khikall, what do you want out of this opportunity?” I asked as I retrieved the items to repair the ship from the storage.

“Revenge on the pirate that gave me the black mark,” he said without hesitation.

I had suspected it was something along this line. It also might explain why other Jerboa ships were so loathed to take on someone with a black mark.

“Does that allow you to remove the black earring?” I asked.

He nodded, “It will be replaced with white opal signifying the cleansing of my shame, then I would retire.”

“So you wouldn't go back to being an honored captain?”

“No, I would have to start over and work myself up from the lowest position aboard a Jerboa ship. But to do that I would have to abandon all of my previous achievements, achievements earned over a lifetime. Better to end with dignity.”

Yeah, that would suck. “Well, we can discuss that matter later. I recall you asking about the weapons. There are two types of weapons aboard the Retribution, mana lasers, and mana cannons.”

“Are you some wayward lord, out to seek glory?” Khikall asked.

“Me? No,” I chuckled.

“Then how did you get your hands on Guild weapons?”

“First off, fuck the Guild, but these aren’t guild weapons. They are a weapon of my own design, based on some dwarven mana cannons I recovered.”

“…ok,” he replied.

“They are similar but not quite as powerful as a normal mana cannon, so I set the mana cannon variant I created into groups of three. The mana lasers are based on a similar design but shoot a more concentrated beam of energy and don’t offer the explosive punch like a mana cannon so I mounted them in groups of four.”

“Makes sense I suppose,” Khikall replied. “It helps explain how your ship can be so small. If you were forced to have normal cannons aboard, the same number of weapons I saw above alone would take up most of the room. You should watch out for the Guild though, once they learn of your ship, they won’t be happy to know you have weapons like theirs. It’s their one main advantage over most other airships.”

“Oh, trust me, I know the Guild doesn’t like to share. But let me worry about that. Here, you will need this,” I said, handing him a darkened plate to protect his eyes from the welding light.

He looked at it in confusion.

“Trust me, cover your eyes with it while I cut away the damaged armor. You’ll see why in a moment.”

He did as was asked and I activated the plasma cutter, slicing through the seam of the damaged portion of decking. It took a few hours to cut it away as three panels had to be replaced. But the repair was now complete. You could tell my welding skills weren’t nearly as good as Timothy’s but they were acceptable. It was a good thing I had a dual-layered hull, not sure my welds would hold out water.

“Impressive,” Khikall said, pulling the mask away. “Still, an enchanted wooden ship would have been quicker to repair. All you would need is a druid or wood mage aboard and the damage could be restored in flight.”

“We work with what we know,” I said, standing up and putting away the tools. “Now, let's go see the command deck, I think, you’ll get a kick out of this,” I said with a disarming smile.

The Jerboa didn’t react as much as I would have thought when I turned on the surrounding view, making it appear that he was standing in the air.

“Now… this is impressive. How do you fly it? I don’t see a wheel?”

“With this,” I said, gesturing to the joystick that each chair in the command deck had.

“Why does every seat offer the same control?”

“Redundancy, what if the person flying is wounded, or rendered unconscious?” I asked.

“Yes, I can see how that would be an issue. How does it function?”

“I would imagine similar to a wheel, twist it left or right to go that direction, push it forward to reduce altitude, and pull it back to increase altitude. I based it off of the airplanes of this world,” I added.

“You’re a native? That would explain a few things I had been wondering about. I haven’t seen any natives in the Isles since I arrive but knowing they are human isn’t much of a surprise. What about all the buttons?”

“Weapon groups mainly.”

“Wouldn’t you just fire them all at once, I only saw the four weapon emplacements above, seems like a needless feature.”

I smiled. “That’s because those are the only weapons currently visible, the rest are safely hidden. Which reminds me, what would rather do, weapons, or flight?”

“You’re the captain, wouldn’t flying be your imperative?” he asked.

“Hardly, I am more than willing to turn over flying to a more skilled operator if that’s what you wish to do.”

“If you are certain, then, yes I would prefer to fly, I was never much good with aiming a cannon.”

“Good, now let me tell you about some other features of my ship.”

I went over the other systems, while I would be taking over defenses and weapons, he needed to be aware of how everything operated in case I was ever injured or whatnot. I knew I was taking a big risk on someone I hardly knew but I didn’t have much choice here. I needed someone knowledgeable about the local ecosystem. And it wasn’t like killing me would get him much, the ship was set to self-destruct in the event of my death. I didn’t tell him this though. Otherwise, he might try to keep me locked up for my own good.

One nice thing about the Retribution was the built-in training simulator. It only really worked due to the wrap-around display. It allowed the ship to remain in standby mode while allowing Khikall to test the flight controls and gave the illusion that we were flying. I had to explain this to him as he overcorrected the first time and crashed us into another ship within the harbor. Apparently, my controls were more sensitive than he was used to. But it didn’t take him long to get a handle on them.

I was still going to be taking the ship out of the harbor for the first time, just to be safe. I even let him test the simulated weapons systems and I swore I saw a gleam of joy in his eyes the first time he fired the full mana laser volley. I think it had more to do with him watching the simulated ship of Captain Grulaine’s break apart and plummet into the ocean than the weapons themselves.

He had confided that Captain Grulaine had been the pirate responsible for his black ring. So there was definitely some animosity there. That was fine, as long as he didn’t go chasing it blindly.

The rest of the day was set restocking supplies and getting an item Khikall said was a must in this area. Apparently, we needed something called a mist compass, it worked kind of like a lighthouse and helped with avoiding a collision with an island when the clouds rolled in so thick you couldn’t see. He told me flying above the cloud layer was a foolish endeavor as it would leave us at the mercy of the pirates, even with the stealth field.

I took his advice and found a shop that sold the enchanted device. I was annoyed at giving the Guild money but I had no time to try and cobble one together with my own skills.

We slept through the night and in the morning I located the dockmaster to get the writ and some bounties from the board. The Dormian recorded my mana signature and handed me the writ, wishing me luck in my search. The bird would probably sell me out the minute I was out of sight, so I hurried to my ship so we could leave. The clouds were already starting to close in on the town so this was the perfect time to leave without them knowing which way we went.

            

    
        Chapter 188: Learning the ropes

    
    
    
    
                I let Khikall take control of the ship and slowly ease us into the pea soup fog that was quickly rolling into the harbor. It was hard trusting someone I had just met but he seemed like a straight sort of guy. Besides, I couldn’t do this alone, despite my capabilities.

“This is normal?” I asked.

“The mist? Yes, this is actually quite thin yet. The mists roll in and stick around for a few days before they dissipate again. Something to do with the mana fluctuations that keep the islands afloat or so I heard,” Khikall replied, reaching into his vest and producing what looked like the bottom of a glass bottle and holding it up to his eye.

“What’s that do?”

“Here, see for yourself,” he said, tossing me the item.

I snatched it out of the air and looked it over. It was obviously enchanted as could be seen by the visible magic circle around the edges. I held the item up and looked through it like I had seen Khikall just do. What I saw was the blank metal walls inside the ship. I frowned in confusion for a second before Khikall chimed in.

“It is supposed to allow you to see through the fog but something within your ship is blocking it. Either the metal or whatever enchantments you are employing. I will have to navigate through that other item you picked up and hope for the best.”

“Oh, that’s it, I could probably modify the display to cut through the fog, give me an hour.”

He chittered, clicking his teeth rapidly and I looked at him with concern.

“Apologies, that is how Jeroba show amusement. I was amused by the fact that you boiled down an enchantment that cost five thousand credits into a simple hour's work. Not that I doubt your ability after seeing this ship, you designed and built it yourself?”

“Well, I didn’t build it myself but I did design it and the enchantments. How could you tell?”

“Very few captains know every nut and bolt of their ship. But even less care about it as much as you seem to, based on the repairs you personally did.”

“Well… Thank you, I appreciate the sentiment.”

The conversation petered out as Khikall concentrated on not crashing in the thick fog with only the compass to guide him and I got to work adding an upgrade.

Knowing I was probably going to have to make improvements and changes to this new ship, I designed a system to quickly implement what I termed temporary changes or upgrades. The changes would be made on a special tablet that linked to the corresponding section of the ship I wanted to change and had a clay-like consistency to the surface.

Any changes I made on the tablet would update the runes on the mithril pathways. This wasn’t as precise as carving them in manually and suffered similar issues too when I tried to mass produce my previous designs. It was a bit like those pin impression toys. The effect was weaker overall but in this case, anything would be an improvement.

It didn’t take me long to draw out the runes I needed as it was similar to my tattoo. But unlike my tattoo, it only needed to see through this mist and wouldn’t have the same green glow that my tattoo produced, not that it would show from inside the ship anyway. The effect was different too as I looked through the test piece I had scratched some runes into. I shrugged, it wasn’t perfect but it would work.

My fingers flashed across the tablet and ten minutes later a flash of black light crawled across the view screen, highlighting everything outside the ship with a wavy black outline that resembled slow black fire. It was a bit like echolocation or a topographical representation of what was around us. Finer details were lost but you could at least see where you were going.

“There, that should work,” I said, storing the tablet.

“Fascinating. While not as detailed as the looking glass, I can certainly see this being far preferable. The ability to see everything at once is definitely an improvement. Speaking of everything,” he added, pointing off to the northern side of the island, “looks like we have a follower.”

I looked to where he pointed but I didn’t see what he saw, at first, then slowly I saw the prow of a ship coming from around the island to pace us.

“How did you even spot that?” I asked in amazement.

He shrugged, “high perception and decades of experience. It’s probably a minor pirate ship but they won’t attack us until we're a few hours from the port, what do you want to do?”

“You’re the expert here, so I will leave it up to you.”

My plan would just involve blasting the ship to bits right here but I wanted to see how Khikall handled this situation.

He grunted, “very well. There is a small island an hour away, your ship is quite a bit faster than these pirates so I suggest we circle around and come in behind them after they lose sight of us. They won’t risk going over the island as they would lose the cover of the mist, and going under the island will give up the advantage of the high ground.”

I looked at the ship again, it didn’t resemble those steamer ships I had seen so I assumed it couldn’t create its own cloud cover. I did see a large oblong balloon above the vessel so it was similar in make to the Guild's vessels.

“Sounds good to me, the helm is yours, I’ll operate the weapons. I assume shooting them down won’t be an issue?”

“No. The bounty will payout as long as you retrieve their flag or the captain's head.”

I nodded.

It took about an hour to get to the island in question. The entire time, the other ship trailed in our wake, remaining close enough to pounce but outside the range of our weapons.

“Get ready,” Khikall said quietly.

“Ready when you are,” I replied.

I left the bottom weapons stored for now. I would wait until we were out of sight of our quarry before I deployed them.

As we skirted the edge of the island we started to pick up speed, slowly at first. The ship following us must not have noticed right away as we quickly pulled away. As soon as we were out of sight, Khikall shoved the throttle forward and we raced around the island to come up behind the pirate ship.

I wasted no time, deploying all of the weapons. As we came back around the island, we spotted the pirate but they weren’t where we expected them to be.

I heard Khikall click his teeth once, probably in irritation. “They didn’t bite, we will have to give chase.”

“It’s your call,” I said simply.

He grunted in reply and we curved back toward the fleeing ship.

“Incoming fire!” Khikall said a minute later, jerking the ship in a slalom that threw me against the straps of my chair.

The control system was doing a piss poor job of detecting the incoming rounds simply due to the fact that it wasn’t linked into the upgrade system and couldn’t see them. Another oversight on my part but one not easily fixed without overhauling the detection system. I could do it but that would be a few days of downtime.

I jerked against my straps again as we avoided another round. The ship rocked as a third round ricocheted off the shield. If I had been behind the helm, we would have been hit multiple times already. Hiring Khikall was already paying off.

Khikall chittered in joy, “your shields are truly a wonder to behold, I have been on few ships that could hold up to more than a few impacts from these enhanced cannons. Yet yours shrugged it off like nothing and are already recharging.”

“Thanks,” I said, gritting my teeth as the mad man weaved us closer to our quarry.

The enemy cannons had much better range than my mana-based weapons, even my lasers. They had their own downsides though, they were bulky and required ammunition. Which took up even more space. They were also slow to load and fire.

Finally, we were within range of the lasers. I opened up with a full salvo, aiming for the balloon.

All twenty beams had a clear line of sight to the target and cut through the mist like the rays of a vengeful sun. The enemy's shield rippled in protest as my attack slammed home. But it held, surprising me.

I heard Khikall grunt, “the mists may have weakened the effectiveness of your weapons. I will attempt to get us closer so you can fire the mana cannons, those should be more effective.”

I hoped so, or this pirate may just turn around and realize we weren’t much of a threat. I could put the lasers on continuous fire and that may work but I was leaving that as a last resort since replacing those – if they burned out – would be annoying and time-consuming.

The Retribution rocked as three more attacks hit our shield. The enemy ship was starting to come about to fire its broadside at us as they had realized they couldn’t outrun us.

That would be a mistake though as we quickly made up the distance and I fired all of the weapons aboard Retribution. The flash of energy was so intense it lit up the mist around us, blinding the view screen and even washing out the change I made to see through the mist. The power in the mana heart dropped to about a third but was quickly recharging. I wouldn’t be able to fire volleys like that for an extended fight, good to know.

By the time the display came back, we were on top of the pirate ship, literally. My attack had blown apart the balloon they used for lift and the ship had begun to plummet from the sky only moments before we would have plowed directly into it. All wasn’t roses and rainbows though as the lines that used to hold the balloon got caught up on the Retribution and dragged us down along with the other ship.

“Shit! Hold on,” Khikall said, trying to shake the other ship free.

“I’ll go fix this, you try to keep us from slamming into the ocean,” I said, unbuckling myself and rushing for the top hatch. My armor was covering me before I even left the command room.

I got to the deck just in time to see three people climbing the ropes to greet me.

Two were human and one was a beast-woman but I couldn’t tell what type. I did recognize her as the pirate captain though.

I couldn’t even activate the defensive systems as I was on the deck. Oh well, I would deal with this the old-fashioned way, brute force beatdown time. I activated Charge and slammed into one of the men before he got his feet under him. He flew over the edge of the ship, screaming as he fell to his death.

I didn’t bother sticking around to watch as I was already pivoting to avoid a blade of condensed air, thrown my way by the captain. I smiled inside my helmet as I used Identify.

Grull | Tempest | Level 18

The woman was already conjuring a vortex of wind around her and I didn’t like that. But I had to deal with her subordinate first.

The man rushed me with impressive speed and I saw the telltale sign that he was being enhanced by the woman.

Unfortunately for him, the ship lurched and he stumbled slightly as he ran. It wasn’t much but I was able to take advantage of it by casting Frostwave in his path. He fell flat on his face and I stepped to the side as he slid off the side to join his fellow screaming crew member.

“Well… just you and me then,” I said as I spun my staff and circled the wind mage. “Don’t suppose you would just give up?”

She growled and the small tornado separated from her body and rocketed toward me.

“Guess that was too much to ask for,” I said with a sigh.

I cast Blink Step and Time Shudder, and simply blurred through the wind as if it wasn’t even moving. Before she could even react, I grabbed her by the neck and activated three of my favorite skills, Corrupting Touch, Calcifying Strike, and Festering Wound. It had become a favored combination of mine because the skills all fed into each other rather well. Especially Festering Wound since every time the other two did damage it was considered a new wound and increased the damage that Festering Wound would add. I discovered that neat quirk when Fiona and I were fighting the gorlophants.

She tried to retaliate with a burst of sharpened air blades but I grunted and endured the pain as I squeezed and tore her throat away like a rotten piece of fruit using my false hand.

Blood splashed across me and most of the deck as she scrabbled at her ruined throat. She even tried choking down a health potion but her entire neck had rotted or turned to stone by this point so the potion was useless. As she fell to the deck, I kicked the back of her neck, snapping her spine and ending her misery. I looted the corpse, stored the head, and tossed the rest off my ship. Then I went about cutting the lines free and braced myself as the Retribution surged skyward again.

It wasn’t a perfect first go but I must say Khikall was quite the pilot and he was rather cool under pressure. Even the crash wasn’t really his fault, it was mine for blinding our sensors.

            

    
        Chapter 189: Little fish

    
    
    
    
                “That could have gone better,” Khikall said as I reentered the command room.

“Yeah, but I got the captain so it all worked out. Any idea why only three pirates tried to board the Retribution, I can’t imagine we incapacitated the rest of crew,” I said, running my hand through my sweaty hair after I put my helmet away.

“The rest were probably slaves,” Khikall replied offhandedly.

I froze, the bile rising in my throat as I realized I just damned a ship full of slaves to a watery grave. I had to grip the edge of my chair to remain standing. Khikall didn’t seem to notice my distress as his seat was farther ahead in the room.

I didn’t know these slaves but just the thought of people being in a similar position as I had been not more than a year ago was sickening.

“Khikall, how many of these pirates use slave crews?”

I don’t know if it was the tone of my voice or something else, but Khikall turned to look at me, I could feel an underlying tenseness to his actions.

“I take it you do not approve of slavery?”

“No, no I do not,” I growled.

He paused to consider my words before replying. “You were a slave?”

“…”

He nodded, “very well, I will not pry. You should be aware that slavery is quite common in the Isles. The travel is dangerous and few are willing to risk their lives when they can send a few trusted people and a boatload of slaves to do the work cheaply. The Guild is especially keen on using this approach.”

“How do you know this if you have never been aboard one of their ships?” I asked.

“It is an open secret. Hard for them to hide it when they are the largest purchaser of slaves in the Isles.”

“And what about Jerboa ships?” I demanded, my anger beginning to slip out.

Khikall tensed, preparing to leap free of the chair at a moment's notice if I lost it.

“Any Jerboa that follows custom would never be caught dead using slaves. The stain would be tantamount to giving up your entire life's worth of achievements and replacing them with black rings.”

I relaxed slightly and Khikall relaxed as well. I didn’t miss the fact that he didn’t say no Jerboa followed this practice. But I would revisit the issue later.

“So, most pirates are also slavers,” I stated.

He shrugged, “perhaps, perhaps not. Slaves may be cheap but they are not effective fighters. Any pirate captain of renown will have a full crew of non-slaves, it's what makes them so dangerous.”

I had to agree with his statement, After being a slave myself and fighting against other slaves, we did our bare minimum to not die or get punished. I did have a fleeting thought of leading a slave revolt on the isles but quickly shoved those thoughts to the back of my mind. I didn’t have the time, resources, or inclination to save a bunch of people I didn’t know. The best I could give them was a quick and painless death.

“Fine, I don’t want to talk any more about this at the moment. Let's go hunting and see if we can find another pirate to take down.”

Khikall nodded curtly and eased himself back in the flight seat. I sat down and strapped back in.

***

It took three more days of hunting around to locate another pirate and I was only made aware of this fact when Khikall hissed and jerked the Retribution to a stop, backing us into a small cove even though we were invisible.

“What's up?”

“It’s a pirate flotilla,” he said and pointed toward a larger island to the east.

I looked at where he was pointing and used the weapon's targeting to zoom in. There I saw three vessels moored to the island. I didn’t recognize the flag from the wanted posters but it was obvious Khikall did.

“Who are they?”

“They are part of Chiman’s crew,” the Jerboa said quietly, never taking his eyes from the three ships.

While I didn’t recognize the flag, I did remember the name. It was one of the largest pirate crews in the Isles.

“Any idea what they are doing here?”

“Nothing good, they usually skulk around the central isles, going after large convoy merchants.”

“I’m guessing by your reaction that we wouldn’t be able to take them?”

“… no, those three ships are each twice as powerful as Grulaine’s and they would be fully crewed by hardened pirates. We are lucky we weren’t spotted.”

“Good to know, but now what do we do?” I asked.

“Wait until they leave, we may be able to outrun them if we have to but I wouldn’t bet on it. Those ships are likely to have fast attack craft aboard, whose only goal would be to hamper our escape while the slower ships catch up.”

So wait we did, two more agonizingly slow days. There was finally a change on the second day when another ship approached from the thinning mists.

“Another pirate?” Khikall asked, looking confused.

“So, not normal?” I interjected.

“No. And it's troubling.”

We were too far away to see much but the fourth ship pulled up near the other three and someone got off. A line of others followed, carrying large crates. It seemed like they were transferring cargo to the other pirates but for what reason I wasn’t certain.

Khikall seemed to know as he chittered in displeasure. “A tribute. Chiman must be trying to expand his territory in this direction.”

“What about that fourth ship?”

“Another local small fry.”

I nodded, “Ok. If they separate, let's follow the new pirate. We can take them down once we are well away from big brother.”

Khikall looked like he wanted to argue against that but eventually, he nodded, “yes, Captain.”

It was a few hours after the solo ship left when the other three ships also left.

By this time the mist was nothing more than a light haze in the air. If it wasn’t for that, we may have lost sight of our target. As soon as the other three ships were far enough away that pursuit wasn’t possible, we pulled out from our little hiding spot and made full speed toward our target.

We remained invisible the entire time, Khikall not trusting to just our speed to avoid a fight with the larger ships.

I just shrugged and let him do what he wanted, as long as it got us to our goal.

It only took an hour for us to get our target back in sight. It appeared that they weren’t in any hurry to leave the area. The pirate ship was another dirigible type ship but instead of having a large balloon strapped to the top, it had large bags tied to the lower sides of the vessel, kind of like floaties.

“What's with the smaller balloons?” I asked.

“It’s probably a hybrid craft, part dirigible with some sort of wind enchantment to help it stay aloft. Cheaper than going for a fully enchanted ship but also more expensive to run.”

“How so?” I asked in confusion.

“This ship runs on mana hearts, correct?” Khikall asked in return.

“Yeah.”

“Well, theirs do as well. Eventually, the mana will break down the crystals and they will need to be replaced.”

I was really confused by this explanation as I hadn’t seen any indication that any of my mana heart-powered devices were breaking down.

“… Um how long does this usually take?”

Khikall shrugged, “months, maybe years. Depends on how often they have to be refilled.”

Great, another thing I would need to keep an eye on.

“There are rumors that the enchanters guild purposefully builds their enchantments to cause this but I wouldn’t utter that where one of them could overhear you,” he added.

Well, I wouldn’t put it past those greedy fucks. But I could test this theory easily enough when we had some downtime. I had plenty of those cheap mana generators. The Retribution didn’t need them as I had powered all the systems through the main mana heart. I mainly kept them around for emergencies.

“I will keep that in mind,” I said, “With this new ship, I want you to try something,” I added with a smile.

***

The lookout lazed around on the upper deck in boredom. The captain had made the entire crew offload their spoils to that greedy prick Chiman’s crews. He didn’t see why they had to pay tribute to a Pirate Lord that didn’t even operate near these islands. The lookout was caught up in his thoughts and failed to spot the small vessel that was approaching. It wasn’t until it shimmered at the edge of his vision that he sat up and took notice.

He launched to his feet and sounded the alarm but it was too late. The ship slammed into the side of their vessel and the lookout was thrown off the deck and into the open air. His scream was lost amongst dozens more as their ship nearly split in half.

***

When I had originally built the Retribution, I thought it may be a possibility that I would have to ram something, so the bow of the ship was triple-reinforced titanium with a tungsten tip. When I told Khikall of my plan he looked dubious but acquiesced. Now the Jerboa had a smile on his face. I could understand why.

Our ramming attack had cleaved through the enemy shield and punched through their wooden hull with little resistance, nearly splitting the vessel in half. This was only made possible by the thin wooden structure of the airships. If this ship had been designed like an ocean-going vessel, with a thick wooden hull, I doubt we would have done nearly as much damage.

While they were shielded and enchanted that was only against magical attacks. Nobody used normal weapons when you had magical cannonballs that could do significantly more damage.

At least I hadn’t seen anyone use them so far apart from the Black Dragon, and they were significantly weaker against a shielded target.

I quickly boarded the enemy vessel and took care to slaughter any surviving crew I came into contact with. There was no sign of the captain aboard, so I figured they had either abandoned ship or fell through the large rent in the hull. I shrugged, not caring one way or another, and grabbed the flag from the ship.

A few slaves came up to me and tried to beg me to take them with me but I ignored their protests. They were free and the ship was still afloat, so they could make it to an island. Besides I didn’t have the room or resources for that many people. I may have also been angry at the fact that they couldn’t free themselves from their enslavement. Not rational, I know but it's how I felt when I saw them.

Not all of the slaves were happy to hear my answer and some tried to rush me or board the Retribution. I didn’t hesitate to take care of those troublemakers. One last thing I did before leaving was steal every single cannon from the ship. No point leaving them behind to be used against me when we left.

You might think what I did was heartless but I had learned a bit more about these pirate slaves from Khikall before I committed to this plan. While the Avuilian Protectorate allowed slaves, they had to be tried for a crime. That crime could be as simple as owing money and failing to pay or as heinous as murder. But what pirate would employ a debtor in their crew when they could employ a killer instead.

That’s not to say some didn’t employ lesser criminals. But surviving slaves were often just shuffled onto another pirate ship and any innocence they once held had long since been burned out of them. You could see it in the cold calculating gazes in the remaining slaves' eyes.

None of the survivors tried to stop me as I took anything of value from the ship. I jumped back aboard the Retribution and used my strength to push off the other ship, separating us again. I gave a one-finger salute and made my way back inside.

“I can understand your reticence on using slaves but you could have easily sold them at the next port,” Khikall said.

“I could, but then they would quickly rejoin another crew and continue the cycle of piracy. This way they may survive, and someone may rescue them, only to sell them off later but at least it will take longer for them to become a problem again,” I replied, plopping into my seat.

“Fair enough, where to next?”

“Let’s find a port, I want to sell the cannons and claim the two bounties.”

Khikall paused in thought. “There is a smaller port about a day's flight from here. It shouldn’t have as many pirate spies as the larger ports.”

I nodded, That was another thing Khikall had educated me on. Every port had spies, some more than others. It was why the Retribution had been sold out so quickly after I arrived.

            

    
        Chapter 190: Port of broken souls

    
    
    
    
                We slowly coasted into the small port that Khikall had told me about. He wasn’t lying when he said small. There was one dock with three slips for ships and that was it. Even the island wasn’t much more than a small rocky mass, floating adrift in the sky.

There were a dozen buildings, all crammed together with tight walkways between them to maximize the usable space.

“Gods, what is this shit hole?” I asked.

“The port is called Hylatty. It's where people go when they have nowhere else.”

“I can guess why. You sure there is going to be a portmaster here to even declare the bounties with?”

“Every port is required to have one in the Avuilian Protectorate,” Khikall answered.

I grunted, “what about selling the other items?”

“Depends, they may buy those cannons to help ward off pirate attacks, or they may not. Sometimes it is safer to just give the pirates what they want so they leave you alive.”

“Fine, let's get this over with and find someplace less depressing,” I replied.

There were no ships currently in the port, making it our pick for an open slip. Khikall picked the one that looked to be in the best repair, meaning it wasn’t hanging on by a thread, not that it was in good shape.

The magically enhanced fabric stretched under the ship as it settled into the berth. I didn’t trust the integrity of the support so I told Khikall to remain aboard and keep as much weight off the thing as possible. He nodded and I left the command room to head to the top deck. I wasn’t worried about Khikall stealing the Retribution. I could just activate the intruder defenses and recall the ship to my location. A draconian measure for sure but one I had been forced to implement after Javier’s betrayal.

I jumped off the deck and onto the dock, nearly falling straight through the rotten wood. I scrambled out of the hole I had made and brushed myself off while cursing this town and its inhabitants.

There was no sign of a dockmaster or anyone else for that matter. I sighed and headed for the local tavern to see if I could find him there or at least get directions. Not that I couldn’t search the entire town within an hour if I had to.

As I opened the door to the drinking establishment, the smell of old urine, sweat, and vomit assaulted me. I choked back my bile and surveyed the room. It wasn’t long past midday and there were already three people passed out drunk in the bar. One of them was behind the counter.

There was only one person awake and nursing what I assumed to be a beer but didn’t want to assume, given the rancid stench of this place.

I walked over to introduce myself, “Hey, do you know where the Dockmaster is?”

The man jumped slightly as I began to talk like he hadn’t realized I had even entered the bar. His half-lidded gaze slowly panned over to take me in. I swear the man blinked as if he were stuck in molasses, his eyelids moving at a glacial pace. He swayed on his stool, nearly falling over before his eyes opened again and he caught himself.

Holy fuck, this guy is three sheets to the wind.

“Hello,” I said, waving my hand in front of his face, “Dockmaster, do you know where I can find him?”

With frustrating slowness the man nodded his head, then he pointed to himself.

I pinched the bridge of my nose in frustration, blowing out a sigh. “Well, time to sober your ass up,” I said, casting Cleanse on the man.

I stepped back just in time as the man turned green and vomited where I had just been standing.

“Fuck’s sake,” he said with deliberate slowness as he massaged his temples. I knew that Cleanse wouldn’t get rid of the headache associated with overdrinking but I didn’t have time to wait for this asshole to sleep it off.

“Good, now that you are cognizant, I need to turn in some bounties.”

He turned and looked up at me, truly seeing me for the first time. His eyes were red and bloodshot but also slightly accusatory.

“Did ya hav’ta cleanse me?” the man accused, speaking in a dialect that made the words seem shoved together.

“Yeah, now, let's get this shit settled so I can leave.”

The man grumbled but got off his stool and plodded out of the bar. I followed him to a ramshackle lean-to next to the dock. I saw him glance at my ship in confusion, but he just shook his head and kept walking.

When we got to the shack, he snapped his fingers rapidly, motioning for what I assumed was the evidence. I chuckled internally as he groaned from the loud noise of his snapping digits. I pulled out the flag and the wanted poster and handed them to him.

He looked at the sheet of paper, adjusting it closer or farther away to, I don’t know, see it more clearly. The guy was a mess.

Eventually, he was satisfied with whatever he saw and looked at the flag. He rolled the flag up and it disappeared into a ring along with the poster. He handed me a token that deposited the credits into my account.

“Is that all?” he asked in a hoarse whisper, rubbing his temples again.

“One more,” I stated, pulling out the head of the other pirate along with the bounty sheet.

He turned green again and hurled onto the dock. He wiped his mouth and turned back toward the grisly prize. “You know, an ear would have been enough to use for identification,” he said, stamping the second sheet. Quicker than I thought possible, the man had drawn a long knife from a sheath at his waist and sliced an ear off the head with a practiced motion that made me tense up. The rest of the head he simply tossed off the island.

This man was highly skilled with a blade, that much was for certain. I decided to use Identify on him.
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My eyes nearly bugged out of my head when I saw the man’s levels. The man didn’t seem to notice, or he did and didn’t care. He handed me another card and I took it, depositing the money into my account.

I wanted to ask how someone of his level ended up in this shithole but the man, now done with our business, walked back toward the bar. Deciding it was in my interest not to annoy someone of his level, I turned around and walked toward the ship.

“You meet with Barcos?” Khikall asked.

I nodded, “what’s his story?”

Khikall shrugged. “Probably nothing good if he ended up here. I’ve spoken with the man a few times, even tried to recruit him to my crew, when I had one. He would never talk about his life before coming to this island and adamantly refused to step foot aboard another ship.”

“Hmm, I can definitely see why you would want him as part of a crew, the man would be deadly in any situation. But the drinking would be a problem. Still… it may be worth attempting to get him as crew. You up for talking with him again? He didn’t seem interested in anything I said.”

Khikall rubbed his whiskers. “I agree he would be an asset on a ship as small as yours. I can try talking to him. But I need you to promise not to leave me on Hylatty. If you can do that… I will attempt to reason with the man.”

“Trust me, I’m not going anywhere without you, This area is far too dangerous for me to be traipsing about blindly. So I promise to wait for you.”

“Very well, I will take you at your word, Captain. This may take all night though.”

“Alright, if that’s what it takes, that’s what it takes.”

Khikall nodded and left the ship.

I wasn’t completely on board with bringing this unknown on as crew but the man’s levels were astonishing. And Khikall at least knew the man. Besides, I couldn’t keep jumping aboard random pirate ships by myself. I wasn’t ignorant to the dangers of that approach and we had been lucky so far, going after small-time pirates. It wasn’t my goal to eliminate the pirate problem but I did want to get even with the pirate that attacked me. He ranked far higher than even the two we took down combined so I would need a few more crew if I wanted to secure that prize.

I would reserve my judgment on the man until after Khikall returned. In the meantime, I went onto the upper deck and took out one of the massive cannons to examine. I would have done it inside but there wasn’t any space large enough to house the thing.

The cannon looked like the early stylized cannons from China. Where the cannon was shaped to look like a dragon or beast of some sort.

I assumed the Guild did this to drive up the price but who knew with those crooks. Other than that it looked like a fairly standard cannon. I didn’t know much about cannons, other than they used pound as a rating. That didn’t help me much as I had no clue what that equated to. I did know the bore on this beast was around seven inches.

 There were glowing enchantments inside the barrel and along the exterior of the cannon, all leading to what would normally be the wick or ignition hole, I believed it was called. There was no such thing on this cannon and instead it was replaced by a small mana heart, similar to the ones imbedded into mana cannons.

It made sense, really. If these cannons were precursors to mana cannons, why not use similar architecture. So instead of gunpowder, the mana blast was used to expel the projectile out of the cannon. It was a pretty wasteful design. Then again, the Guild probably designed them to be wasteful. This way they could profit by arming their enemies with sub-par weapons.

I took out one of the cannonballs I had swiped. It was also covered in enchantments but these were inactive. I shoved the ball into the cannon and the enchantments began to glow and pulse. I swore, rushing to the mana heart and pulsing it to fire the cannonball.

A belch of blue flame roared out of the cannon, sending the rapidly pulsing cannonball toward the ocean below. I watched as it started crackling with electricity before it finally burst apart, sending out an impressive shockwave.

I looked around but nobody had bothered to come to see what all the noise was about. Deciding it was best to experiment later, I stored the cannon and made my way below deck.

            

    
        Chapter 191: Quest

    
    
    
    
                I waited on the deck, enjoying the sun as I watched him approach.

It turned out Khikall was overly optimistic in his estimation on how long it would take to return. And when he finally did return, I noticed he was returning alone.

Khikall stumbled his way down the rickety pier. The Jerboa was plastered by the looks of him but he still managed to jump from the dock to the deck, although, his landing wasn’t graceful and I saw him choke back some vomit before he stood on unsteady legs.

“Want me to fix that for you?”

He shook his head very slowly, “A cost of doing business,” he said with a burp. “Barcos agreed to join the crew on one condition.”

“Oh, and what’s that?” I asked, curious as to what a man like Barcos would want for his cooperation.

“You need to bring in his replacement.”

“… That’s all? Why can’t he just contact his government and have them send one over?” I asked in confusion.

“He did. But the man refused to come to the island and is hiding out at another, more prosperous port, called Argen.”

“So it’s a damn fetch quest,” I grumbled. “Let me guess, this guy we are looking for isn’t going to want to come willingly?”

“That is unlikely, but Barcos said the man is a coward and we should be able to subdue him with little effort and bring him aboard for the trip back.”

“Uh-huh, I feel like there is something Barcos isn’t telling us, but fine. Why don’t you get some sleep, we can leave after you’ve recovered.”

We left late in the evening after Khikall recovered from his drunken stupor. I was pretty sure the man could have piloted the Retribution in that state without much issue but better safe than sorry.

Our destination was southeast about five days away if the weather held out. Which I doubted it would, going by the already increasing amount of mist gathering under some of the smaller islands. The phenomenon was interesting to watch and in my boredom – while waiting for Khikall – I had built a mana barometer of sorts. The needle on the device had been steadily climbing during the last hour.

While it wasn’t all that useful as you could see the mist getting thicker, it may come in handy to tell when the mists would dissipate. When I showed it to Khikall and explained what it did, he thought it was quite useful. Apparently, there could be nasty mana storms in the mist. According to him, it was the one thing that would force even pirates out into the open.

I was glad I hadn’t randomly stumbled into one of these storms before finding a guide.

***

The trip to the next port city was uneventful. We had only spotted a few ships in the distance as we traveled. They were too far out to identify them, even for Khikall’s sharp eyes. By the time we coasted into the large port, the mist had fully taken over again. The port was easily twice the size of Posa.

Argen was also not an Avuilian Protectorate port, it was run by the Guild. So I would have to step lightly here. It also happened to have a Bazaar. The first I had seen in the Isles.

It took some time to find a berth for Retribution. With the mist fully engulfing the area once more, most ships were docked and waiting for the mist to clear before embarking. Making available docking space hard to come by.

We weren’t able to find an open berth in the main docks, so Khikall steered the ship below the island to a rough set of dug-out caves.

“These used to be smuggler landings, Nobody really uses them anymore since the tunnels into the town are long and winding but it might work in our favor. It’ll be a tight fit though as they weren’t exactly built to handle a ship as large as Retribution. But I think we can back it in enough to keep the ship from sliding out and falling into the ocean below.”

Khikall’s words didn’t exactly engender confidence in this plan.

“Well, how can I say no to that resounding vote of confidence,” I replied flatly, earning a chuff of amusement from the old Jerboa.

He was right though, it was a tight fit, width-wise. The height was more than tall enough, built for a dirigible style ship, I was guessing. There was a grinding noise as the ship knocked loose a protruding stone. Thankfully the compressed and rune-enhanced titanium was far harder than the walls, making the damage to the ship only superficial.

The ship jerked to a stop as it impacted the rear wall. I had expected it but I still winced. But we were inside. About a third of the bow still stuck out of the shallow cave and this had been the deepest of the five caves.

“So…” Khikall said, “how are we going to grab this person?”

I shrugged, “first we have to find them. We can come up with a plan after that. Oh, make sure the flag is still attached to the upper hull, we don’t want to lose that, or we may be mistaken for pirates ourselves.” The flag in question came from Barcos. It marked us as an official envoy of the Avuilian Protectorate, not that it would stop the Guild from shooting us down but at least we wouldn’t be stuck with bounties after kidnapping our target.

Barcos hadn’t given much information on the man we needed to find, other than that he was a degenerate gambler and womanizer. Oh and he also supplied a name, Sha’Stis. Barcos either didn’t know anything else or thought it would be funny to make us work even harder for his help.

Either way was fine with me. I wasn’t planning on being the man's buddy, I just wanted his skills and levels to assist in my plan.

After an hour of walking through winding tunnels, Khikall and I stepped out into the lush jungle on the island. I had no clue how large this island was but Khikall had said it was larger than the one that Pusa was situated on.

We hiked out of the dense tropical jungle and onto the road. We could only tell it was a road by the dull glow of magical streetlamps overhead. It was pretty late in the day but there was still traffic along the road as people and carts – pulled by draft animals – made their way down the magically compressed path. I had to give the Guild credit, they built a damn fine road. It was easily as smooth and flat as a pre-System highway, just not as wide. It was also a bit weird as the color of the road matched the surrounding dirt, an almost orange-brown color.

I guess not needing concrete or asphalt made road-building quite easy. Just compress the local soil until you get your desired result, also easy to repair.

“Come on, the town’s this way,” Khikall gestured, as he nearly disappeared into the mist.

If it wasn’t for the lights I would have lost him completely. As it was I was only following his dim silhouette.

I couldn’t imagine having to live in this type of environment my entire life, not being able to see a third of the time would have driven me nuts. Another thing that would have driven me crazy was the eerie animal noises coming from the surrounding forest. Occasionally I would see a spark leap from one of the lamps, followed by an angry screech as whatever was hit by the discharge flew off to find easier prey.

Khikall and the other vague shapes I saw in the mist seemed unconcerned about it so I just kept moving. Eventually, the mist brightened as we neared what I assumed was the port. It was like a lighthouse in the dark and as we passed an invisible line the mist simply vanished. The change was so sudden I almost ran into the back of Khikall.

I turned around to see the wall of mist, curve up and over the city, following an invisible dome of magic.

“Neat,” I said.

“Yes, the Guild towns like to show off with their mist shields. But it’s a waste of mana hearts if you ask me. Come, I know a few of the more reputable gambling dens in the city, we can start our search there.”

“And if we don’t find him in one of those?”

Khikall shrugged, “Then we start looking in the shadier places. I’m sure a few credits will get us his location by that point. Nobody frequents those types of places unless they have no other place to go.”

“Alright, lead on.”

The first location was the gaudiest building I had ever laid eyes on. It must have used every bright color known to man and some that didn’t seem physically possible. It made the ostentatious buildings in Vegas look like a church town in comparison.

Thankfully we didn’t have to spend much time in that place as our search quickly came up empty.

The next place was less garish but more opulent. Obsidian pillars, with veins of gold and ivory, towered overhead and out of sight into a ceiling obscured by an ever-moving starfield illusion. It was quite the sight and even Khikall stopped to admire the enchantment. The rest of the building was made of cream-colored ivory with gold and black accents. It was more imposing than inviting but I felt the urge to stay and spend money. I had to shake my head, realizing there must be some enchantment designed to make me feel this way.

I growled in annoyance and popped my old mind defense ring on. I tapped Khihall on the shoulder and handed him another. He didn’t bother asking what it was before sliding it on his finger. The effect was immediate as his eyes cleared and he chittered quietly in annoyance while looking around.

We were able to clear that place pretty quickly also. There were few people inside and none of them looked like the degenerate gambling type, although we did Identify all of them just in case.

The last place was more… normal is the word I would use to describe the building, but that is only in the context of combination gambling slash brothel establishments. Otherwise, it was pure Vegas class esthetics. It took far longer to go through this building as it was four floors and it wasn’t like we could barge into the private rooms to see who was enjoying a roll.

Thankfully, Khikall found someone he knew.

“So you’re looking for that shit Sha’Stis, eh?”

“Yeah, know where we can find him?” Khikall asked his Jerboa companion.

“Eh, I don’t know, I’m old so my memory is kinda fuzzy.”

I was going to roll my eyes at the blatant act but Khikall beat me to it by chittering in amusement. “If you could find it in you to recall, I imagine we could burden your pockets with some spare cred.”

“Hmm, now that you mention it, I think I saw that sleaze down by Doniger’s place.”

All of the amusement drained from Khikall’s face at that, “you’re sure?”

“Why would I lie about something like that.”

“Thanks for the tip, for your troubles,” Khikall said, handing the other Jerboa a credit voucher. “Thank you, and tell your family I asked about them.”

“But you didn’t,” the other Jerboa said.

“Yeah, but they don’t know that,” Khikall added, tipping his hat before he walked away, leaving the other old Jerboa to grumble under his breath.

“What was that all about?”

“Posturing mostly. If I gave face to the man by asking about his family, I would be admitting he was superior to me, because I have no family for him to ask about in return. This way, he is still inferior to me but can look superior in the eyes of his clan. They would have found out eventually that he spoke to a black ring and that would make him look weak if not for my gesture.”

I just shook my head at the absurdity of it all. “Fine, what about this Doniger?”

“It isn’t a person, that’s the name of the establishment. A whorehouse… filled with only slaves.”

He paused to see my reaction but I just took a deep breath. “I’m not here to save people, I will control myself.”

I could see that he didn’t quite believe me but he nodded and we kept walking.
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                Doniger’s place looked like nothing more than a run-down warehouse from the outside. If it wasn’t for the animated illusion of a woman spreading her legs above the door, we may have walked right past it. I would probably still walk past it if we weren’t here to find someone.

There were two burly-looking guards outside, both level seventeen. They gave us the once-over but didn’t move from their posts. Khikall walked up to one slipping a cred stick into his palm. “Is Sha’Stis here tonight?”

The man looked over to his buddy, who was looking put out for not getting the bribe and Khikall tossed a stick his way as well.

“Yeah, he’s here, been with Minisa most of the night. If you got beef with him, don’t start it inside.”

“No beef, just wish to talk.”

The other guard snorted, “sure.”

As we entered, the noise and smells of the place assaulted my nose. There was some rubber-armed creature with four limbs banging away what would generously be considered a song at one end of the bottom floor. I coughed as the haze of narcotic smoke drifted past my nose. It was so thick I even got a status effect from it.

I Cleansed away the mind-altering effect as we weaved through the haphazard tables, filled with people gambling and playing whatever games of luck they played. The gambling parlor was a mix of eclectic species which wasn’t a surprise given the Bazaar located in town.

After asking the bartender when Minisa would be available we sat down and waited. I should have realized something was off based on the bartender's reaction but at the time I was tired of searching for this man.

About ten minutes after we sat down, Khikall alerted me to a change.

“We have company, five fighters just came down from upstairs and they are all looking directly our way.”

I turned towards the stairs as the five men reached the bottom. Identify told me four of them were level nineteen and the fifth, situated in the back was Sha’Stis and he was a bit higher level.

Sha’Stis | Runecaster/Conjurer Adept | 22/15

“Well, at least we know what Barcos didn’t tell us,” I grunted in annoyance.

Sha’Stis was a gangly-looking human with sunken eyes the color of dirty ice. His greasy black hair was slicked back making the widow's peak even more prominent and as he approached our table he sneered down at us over a hooked nose.

It made him look like a bird of prey, not that I found the short man’s appearance all that intimidating. He couldn’t have been more than five foot six with shoes on.

“Can we help you?” I asked, looking at the assembled ruffians.

“I hear you’ve been looking for me. Perhaps if you tell me why I may even let you walk out of here.”

I simply reached into my pocket and held out the signed orders Barcos had given us. I felt no need to lie to this man, He might be a pain to subdue but his so-called allies wouldn’t be much of a problem. One of his minions snatched it out of my hand and looked it over before snorting, then he handed it to Sha’Stis.

“So, that drunken oaf finally found someone to take on this suicide mission. Well, I’m sorry to have to tell you this, but I won’t be going to that wretched island, not that you could make me. But, hum… yes, you must have come in a ship. I will make you a deal, I will let the two of you live in exchange for your ship?”

Khikall didn’t like this threat and tried to stand but I put my arm on his shoulder and shook my head.

“I don’t see as we have an option here, do I?”

“No,” Sha’Stis said smugly.

“Well, I will have to take you to the ship and deactivate the defenses. What assurances do I have that you will let me live after?”

“You have my word that no harm will come to you or your companion, but your companion will need to remain here, you can rejoin him when I have control of your airship.”

“Fine,” I said through gritted teeth, really laying on the theatrics.

I stood slowly and Sha’Stis and two of his goons followed along behind me. Honestly, I would have figured getting him to the ship would have been the hard part. I didn’t expect the man to practically throw himself into being captured but hey it worked out for me.

At first, when he said he was taking my ship I was confused but then I realized he had probably overstayed his welcome in this town. Khikall had said nobody frequented places like Doniger's if they had somewhere else to go. He probably needed to get out of town before his debts caught up with him. I wasn’t sure if the man thought he was going to strongarm my “crew” or what his plan was once he got aboard my ship, assuming he had one.

As for his goons, they were probably expendable, otherwise, why leave two behind. It wasn’t like he could hold a ship with three people.

Leaving Khikall behind with the other two wasn’t an issue. I had no doubts that Khikall could take down those two idiots without much problem. Hell, I wouldn’t be surprised if he beat us to the cave where we docked the ship.

The four of us walked in silence. It was only broken when goon number one poked me in the back with the tip of his sword and told me to move faster. I suppressed my desire to rip that sword out of his hand and shove it down his throat. Only because I didn’t feel like dragging an unconscious Sha’Stis all the way to the ship. So for now I put up with it and tried to move faster through the thick mist outside of the town.

With my high Intelligence, I was able to easily recall the path we had taken through the jungle.

“Where are you going!” Sha’Stis demanded after we left the trail.

“To the ship, what, you didn’t think we were docked in the normal area did ya?”

“Of course not!” the man hissed in outrage, pretending he had divined my motives. I barely managed to not laugh, “just wondering what sort of idiotic plan you had to capture me. Let me guess, knock me unconscious and drag me out to these old smuggler trails?”

I shrugged, “I like to keep things simple.”

“Yes, simple plans for a simpleton. What of your other crew, they going to be a problem?”

“Just me and the Jerboa, ship’s small, needed to be to fit in the cave,” might as well put him at ease, it would help lower his guard.

The man grunted in acceptance as he glanced at something strapped to his arm. Something to see if I was telling the truth maybe? It would make sense given the man’s cautious nature.

We entered the tunnel shortly after and made our way through the winding passages. I was prepared to be attacked but it never came. Either he really needed my compliance or his men were idiots. Probably a bit of both, I thought.

“What the hells is this!” Sha’Stis screeched as we entered the cave with Retribution.

“My ship, duh.”

“You lied to me, how? How did you get past my falsehood detector, there is no way that only you and that Jerboa can man this ship?”

“I don’t know what sort of shitty enchantment the Guild sold you but I never lied. Not that it matters, because you’re coming with me. I want to thank you for making this easy.”

The man hissed like a snake, “as if the likes of you could best me,” he said, starting a chant as his minions drew their swords.

I cast Silence and my armor appeared a moment later. I didn’t call out my staff, the area was too tight to use it so I just summoned my mace that had the same enchantment Consuming Void did.

I found that most people were so surprised by the gut-wrenching pain caused by the soul siphon ability that they would be stunned into a stupor for a bit. It worked better on people with a low constitution but I suspected our friend here didn’t have much to work with.

After disrupting Sha’Stis’s spell, the man looked a bit frazzled and tried to back out of the cave but his other minion was blocking the path. Probably because he had two glowing daggers sticking through his back from Khikall.

I slapped away the short sword of my attacker and smashed my metal fist into his face with a satisfying crunch. There was a spurt of blood as the man staggered backward. But he quickly recovered, stabbing his sword toward my torso. I twisted slightly, letting the blade slide across my armor as I brought my mace around and smashed his elbow in. Then I followed it up with an Arcane Bolt to his face. The distance was so short that it looked like arc lightning leaped from my palm and into his eye. I assumed he screamed as he clutched at his ruined face but my Silence spell was still active so I could hear nothing.

One more blow with my mace caved in his head and I pushed the corpse out of my way as I stalked toward Sta’Stis.

The man had seemed to recover from his initial shock and a rope of red energy was spiraling around his body. I kind of wanted to try and steal it from him but we needed this guy alive so I held off, not wanting it to be known I could steal skills. At least I got something from the thug I dismantled. I would have to see what that was later.

The red energy pulsed and froze into rings that expanded from the man's body, carving through the rock like butter.

I jumped back and avoided most of the attack but I lost a few fingers on my hand. I growled in annoyance as those would take time to heal.

The man was already trying to cast another spell but I had had enough. I activated Unstoppable Force and slammed into him.

The man smashed into the wall and bounced off, screaming in pain as my Silence spell finally ended. I may have overdone it as the man’s arms and legs were a mangled wreck. I pulled out a pair of magic suppression cuffs and slapped them on the dude. Then I healed him only enough to stop the bleeding.

“Y- You w- won’t get away with this,” he said through pained breaths.

“Get away with what? We’re just doing a job and returning you to yours. Just be glad we needed you alive,” I lifted the man like a sack of fruit and tossed him over my shoulder before I jumped aboard the ship.

I was actually surprised. I figured this stupid mission would have taken weeks to track down this idiot but here he goes practically handing himself to us on a silver platter.

Once onboard I strapped the crying man into a seat and shoved a gag in his mouth. He kept blabbering on about not wanting to go to that desolate island and he would rather die, blah blah blah, cry me a river, god.

Other than listening to the man moan through his pain and try to get the gag out of his mouth, the trip back to Hylatty was uneventful.

I don’t know who was more surprised, me or Barcos as we tossed his replacement down at his feet.

Then again, Barcos’s surprise may have just been due to his inebriation. I had to ask myself why we went through all this trouble for a drunk. Then I remembered how easily he moved with a blade even in that state.

“Old buddy, so good of you to finally come to take over for me, you know I was getting worried when you never responded to my letters. But it seems you are alive and well. Forgive me, I’m being rude and should hand over my duties to you. Now, as a vested member of the Avuilian Protectorate Port Authority, I duly turn over this position to you and tender my resignation. Chin up old buddy,” Barcos added, slapping the man on the shoulder and eliciting a wince, “I’m sure someone will be along shortly to relieve you as well. Oh, Captain, you can remove the cuffs.”

“You sure?”

Barcos nodded, “Yeah, he is oath-bound not to harm anyone unless they attack him on Protectorate grounds,” he added with a lopsided smile.

“Alright,” I said, removing the suppression cuffs.

Sha’Stis looked like all the life drained out of him as he collapsed to the floor and started bawling.

“Well,” Barcos sniffed, “the atmosphere here has turned rather… depressing, perhaps we should be off?”

I agreed, the less time spent at this port the better.

Barcos started whistling a jaunty tune as he practically skipped out of the rundown dive bar and headed for the ship. I gave one last look at the sad sack of a man bawling on the floor before I left as well.
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                Despite Barcos’s desire to leave the island, we didn’t leave right away. Well, we left the island but stayed near the port. I wanted to get a measure of the man’s abilities before I accepted him as crew. If I didn’t like what he offered we would just drop him at the next nearest port and go our separate ways.

When I told Barcos this, he laughed. “Any port beats this dump. You will have to forgive me if my skills are a bit rusty, I haven’t had to use them in almost a decade,” he said as he stretched.

Despite his words, I knew he couldn’t be that rusty, going by what I had seen of his knifework. Also, just how old was he, the man didn’t look to be older than his mid-thirties. That would mean he did all this leveling in his twenties.

From what I knew of other worlds, they were much tamer and leveling was far harder than it was on Earth. It's one of the reasons so many factions were trying to gain a foothold on our planet. It didn’t help that huge swaths of land and entire kingdoms had been transported to Earth either. The Isles were a prime example. Not only was it a kingdom, but it was multiple kingdoms and a damn Guild haven.

Barcos finally finished stretching and a dagger flashed into his hand from the sheath on his belt. “Ok, I’m ready.”

I nodded and accepted the duel request. I was already wearing my full armor and had my staff in my hand.

“Oh, a staff fighter, don’t see many of those. Let's see what you’re capable of, Captain,” the man said with a cheeky smile.

Since we were on the deck of Retribution, floating only a few feet off the ocean, a lot of my spells wouldn’t be useful for this fight. Some I didn’t want to use for fear of damaging the ship and others I wouldn’t be able to use as there was no earth around for me to manipulate unless I managed to get off Calcifying Strike. But I wouldn’t let that stop me from trying.

I started off by rushing the man and casting Pearlescent Vortex. I hadn’t had much opportunity to play with the spell. At least it turned out more useful than the spell I got from Sha’Stis’s goon. The spell looked like a tornado of glittering light-refracting dust as it swirled about Barcos. The man stumbled back and swiped at some figment with his offhand as I rushed in.

That… turned out to be a mistake. The smirk I saw at the last moment told me he had been bluffing and my spell failed to take hold. At least that told me his Perception was above twenty-five or he wouldn’t have been able to resist the magic’s effect.

I wrenched my body sideways trying to avoid his dagger to no avail. I grunted in pain as three quick jabs perforated my armor. By the time I recovered my footing, the man had moved to the opposite end of the deck.

“Not bad, not good though either. You shouldn’t assume your magic is effective on a target and while you are fast, that will only get you so far,” he lectured.

I grunted as I cast Rejuvenate on myself, getting a quirked eyebrow from him in reply.

“Well, that just means I’ll get to dust off some more skills.”

The humor in his voice irked me. Maybe it was because he was still drunk and yet still managed to wound me.

We circled each other and the man seemed fine with letting me make the first move. I saw an opening but didn’t take it.

“Tsk, tsk, Captain. Don’t second guess, sure it was a feint but if you’re quick enough you can still take advantage, like this.”

Before he even stopped speaking, a dagger slammed into my shoulder with so much force it spun me sideways. I choked off a scream of surprise as I hadn’t even seen him draw a second dagger, let alone throw it.

I spun to face him again, pulling the dagger out and throwing it back. The man laughed and easily caught the weapon, palming it. I didn’t understand where he was hiding the weapon, he didn’t have any storage ring or device that I could see. The one he had as the dockmaster had to be turned over to the new dockmaster.

“Watch the hands, watch the feet, but most importantly, watch the eyes. The eyes will tell you what's happening before it happens.”

“That some sort of ability,” I grunted, adjusting my shoulder to let the healing magic work.

He shook his head, “no, just years of observation.”

The duel went on for another half hour and I failed to land so much as a blow or magical strike on the man. It was a bit pathetic if I’m honest. He was only marginally faster than me but not as agile as Ska. He also couldn’t have more than five base stat points over me, unless he had gotten as lucky as I had and raided multiple horde dungeons. No this wasn’t all stats, the man was just way more skilled than anyone I had ever fought before. He never even used any abilities as far as I could tell.

“You did good, Captain. But you’re probably gonna die out here, especially if you want to go up against some of the larger pirate fleets. Those people have been fighting for their lives for decades and one false step is all it’ll take for them to gut you.”

“You sound so sure of that,” I said, panting after our match.

“It comes from experience and losing many allies along the way.”

I nodded, “fine. Let's say you’re right, how do we fix that?”

Barcos chuckled. “I doubt fixing it is an option, but perhaps with daily training, you may improve enough not to strand Khikall and me to a watery grave right beside you.”

“If that’s what it takes, that’s what it takes. I’m going to take a shower.”

***

Barcos chuckled at this strange turn of fate his life took as he headed out of the galley with a bottle of something called ‘tequila’. He had expected to die an ignoble death on the barren stretch of rock that only the most desperate dared to visit but this strange human with his strange ship came along.

Barcos plopped down in the chair next to Khikall and popped the top off the alcohol, taking a long pull before letting out a satisfied burp.

“So, did you tell the Captain why you really joined his crew?”

“No, well, not all of it,” Khikall grunted. “What about you, did you tell the Captain about your past and why you were stuck on Hylatty?”

“Gods, no,” Barcos replied. There was a silence that stretched on for a bit before he added, “at least this’ll be an interesting trip.”

They both laughed and Barcos tossed his feet over the arm of the chair and drank while Khikall steered this strange vessel and their rookie captain “showered” of all things. This tub was going to make Barcos soft, he thought as he finished off the bottle and pulled another out from his invisible storage.

***

The next few weeks went by quickly. Each day I would spar with Barcos, getting my ass handed to me over and over, and getting pointers on what I was doing wrong. I still hadn’t been able to land a hit on the man but at least I wasn’t embarrassing myself as much anymore. It reminded me of my early training with Fiona.

We really didn’t have a destination in mind, just a goal of hunting pirates but they had been scarce for the time being so after two weeks of fruitless searching Khikall brought us into a medium-sized port city by the name of Nooixa. This was a Jerboan Federation port, although the Jerboa just called it the Federation.

It was one of the three kingdoms that controlled the Isles of Mist. The last group being the pirate kings'. Unlike the Protectorate, the Federation was a very loose alliance of clans. But even they had a tighter alliance than the dozen or so pirate kings that Khikall mentioned to me. They would fight amongst themselves as much as they fought off attempts from the other two kingdoms to put them down.

The only group that got a pass was the Guild because nobody wanted to piss them off and lose access to their shipbuilders. And the Guild fully knew that and took advantage of the situation to sell to all sides.

The port of Nooixa was busy but not to the extent of some of the others I had seen. The day was clear so most ships were coming or going. We found a decent spot to dock and shut the boat down. Well, Khikall and I did, Barcos was passed out in his cabin. I was pretty sure the man had gone through two-thirds of my alcohol stock in two weeks. If it wasn’t for the fact that I still couldn’t touch him while he was plastered, I may have told him to lay off the alcohol.

Then again, I wasn’t paying either of them. I should probably talk to them about pay.

“Captain, I have a few contacts here, one of them should be able to point us to a pirate hideout. You and Barcos should resupply, it won’t take me long.”

“You sure? Won’t the locals give you shit about the ring,” I said, pointing to my ear.

“They won’t bother, I might as well be a dead man walking in their eyes.”

“Alright, but I think I’ll leave Barcos aboard. I don’t feel like curing his drunken state will do me any favors.”

Khikall grunted, “hmm, in that case, stick to the non-Jerboa merchants near the pier. It won’t be the best deal but it will keep you out of trouble. The Jerboa will see you as an outsider and at the least try to swindle you, or they may try to steal from you as they consider non-ringed people to be easy targets.”

I laughed. “I would love to see them try. I could use a win, getting a beat down from Barcos each day is depressing.”

“I imagine it is. Just be aware, killing a Jerboa in a fair fight is considered legal here. As is getting killed in a fair fight but the survivor or their friends will determine if the fight was fair. If they say it wasn’t you may be heavily fined or worse.”

I sat up in my chair, “Is that a common issue?”

“It is if they are pirates. It’s a good way to get away with murdering your rival or so I’ve heard.”

“Well shit, maybe I will wake Barcos up, just as a backup.”

“A wonderful idea, Captain, now I must go and find my contacts.”

I managed to get a grumpy Barcos out of bed without having to use Cleanse on the man. He didn’t appear too happy about the situation but perked up slightly when I told him we were in a Jerboa port. Apparently, he was aware of their reputation, not surprising given the fact that he knew Khikall.

I secured the ship and the two of us walked down the dock toward the merchants. I was quick to notice there were two types of Jerboa, at least in this port. Those that ignored you as if you didn’t exist or were below them somehow and those that actively went out of their way to make nuisances of themselves, by bumping you and trying to shove you out of their way.

It was quite comical to see the larger beings stumble when they ran into us and not the other way around. Barcos was making a game of it by angling his body just right to make some stumble and outright fall.

I just shook my head and kept walking. At least the pushy ones were smart enough to not start something when they realized we were stronger than we looked.

The docks and market were packed. Thankfully, there were more non-Jerboa about in this area. Still, the Jerboa outnumbered all others by three to one.

I found a stall selling food stock and purchased enough to replace the stuff aboard the ship that we had already gone through. Part of Barcos’s agreement to accompany me on this little field trip was the acquisition of more booze. I sighed at that and rethought my idea to pay him, maybe he would just be happy with drinking away his coin.

I had just spotted a merchant selling what we needed when a massive dark-brown Jerboa slammed into me, causing me to stumble.

“What the fuck!” I yelled, annoyed and angry.

“Watch where you’re going, unblooded,” the large Jerboa sneered.

“How bout you watch yourself, you giant pile of shit.”

The Jerboa froze and turned to me, “what did you call me,” he spit through clenched teeth as he drew a wicked-looking falchion.

Had I known the man was so sensitive about his coloring, I may have chosen a different response… no probably not.

“You heard me, shit for brains, you wanna go? Let's fucking do this.”

The fight did not go in the large Jerboa’s favor. He was big and strong but slow as fuck. I ducked under a swipe of his blade and punched him under the arm with my metal fist. There was a crack of breaking ribs and an exhale of breath as the large bastard tried to topple over on top of me.

I sidestepped his girth and kneed him on the same side. The Jerboa was slow to get up after my attack and retrieve his sword that had clattered a few feet away. But when he did, his face was a mask of rage as he came at me again.

If I thought he was slow before, he was glacial now. The broken ribs hampered his swing so I grabbed his arm, locked it in an armbar, then flipped into the air and locked my legs around his neck, carrying him to the ground and dislocating his shoulder. I kicked him in the side of the head and rolled away before coming to a stand. The Jerboa was on the ground groaning in pain.

Nobody seemed inclined to help him.

Barcos took this opportunity to whisper into my ear, “It’s to the death, he won’t stop until one of you is dead.”

I grunted in annoyance at this news as I took a breath and walked over to the fallen Jerboa. I straddled his back and wrapped my arms around his neck, giving it a sharp twist. There was an audible crack as the body went limp and the crowd that had formed, dispersed, except for three other Jerboa. One grabbed the body and stored it in a ring while the other two spit at the ground where the body had been.

“They are showing contempt for the loser,” Barcos said.

“Yeah… I got that much. Come on, let's get this shopping done.”

The whole encounter had left me annoyed and angry. I didn’t relish having to kill but I wasn’t about to stand back while someone tried to use me as a door rug.
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                My concern over being singled out and bullied didn’t come to pass. It seemed the fight had been left at just that and nobody came to harass us after. That gave me time to restock all the food and alcohol that had been consumed during our journey so far.

Food was cheap, I didn’t splurge on anything fancy. I wasn’t nearly a good enough cook to waste good food, not that the others seemed to care or ever complimented or complained about what was provided so far.

Barcos and I arrived back aboard Retribution before Khikall. With nothing else to do, I asked the man if he wanted to spar with me again.

“I would, Captain, but we have enough eyes on us as it is.”

“Wait… we do?” I asked in surprise.

“You didn’t notice the additional glares or furtive looks?”

“No, I mean, other than the normal amount.”

Barcos chuckled, “that was hardly normal. No, I suspect word has already gotten around about your ship's exploits and at least part of your crew.”

“What! All this extra attention because I offed a few pirates and took on Khikall? Is this because of that stupid black ring of his?”

Barcos shrugged but I sensed he knew more about this issue than he was letting on. I could try to force the issue and make him tell me but I suspected he would up and leave the crew if I tried. And despite the man’s faults, he was a proficient fighter and dare I say, a decent teacher.

I could tell my combat ability had grown at least a bit in our training sessions. At least I felt more confident and that underlying disconnect from the knowledge I had been given to my actual skill was slowly growing smaller.

It was just more proof that actual skill trumped the knowledge of how to do something. I was still years away from being a master though. Which was made even harder since the one trainer I had come across, Old Man Trumbo, said my style diverged too far from his own for his training to be effective.

Technically, the duels Barcos and I were having weren’t training either. He only helped make me aware of my deficiencies, it was up to me to figure out how to correct them. One thing he did point out was that I should be utilizing my whole body. A weapon was great, but I had hands, feet, elbows, knees, even a thick skull as he put it. The last one might have been a joke.

My problem was tunnel vision. I would attack with my magic and my staff and that was really it for the most part. Very rarely would I need to use the rest of my body to engage an opponent. This was partly my fault as I had out-leveled most people and skill hadn’t really come into play more than a handful of times since the world changed. Which brought up another question.

“You have skills, right?” I asked Barcos.

He pulled the open bottle of liquor from his mouth and nodded, “course I do, just like everyone else.”

“Then why don’t you use them in our fights?”

He shrugged, “other than the fact that I don’t need to, relying on something that isn’t yours can be a crutch. I’ll use them if I have to but I’ll stick to my good ol’ steel to get the job done,” he replied, a knife appearing in his hand, balanced on the tip of his finger before he flipped it into the air and made it vanish as it landed back in his hand with a smirk.

His words made sense. Take Fiona for example. Even at her lower level, she had the ability to reflect magic. Now she has a weapon that can nullify magic. I guess if something as powerful as magic had been around on Earth for as long as it had been on other worlds, we would have developed counters against it as well. Hell, I had already developed a few of my own in the form of my scrambler and drainer. Although, those only worked against enchantments of a certain type.

Khikall eventually returned. “I have good news,” he said as he stepped into the galley, where Barcos and I were sitting.

“Good, we can get out of here, I feel like the locals’ eyes are boring a hole into the ship. Any idea why that might be?”

“I imagine it’s because they don’t like me much,” Khikall responded indifferently

I sighed, figuring that was the best answer I was gonna get for the moment and let it go.

“Fine, what’s this information?”

“It may be more than the three of us can handle… but, I got the location of a local pirate hideout. Three ships max, with the possibility that only one may be moored at the moment. If we can take out their ship, we can secure any looted goods we can carry.”

I grunted, rubbing my chin in thought. It hadn’t slipped my attention that Khikall seemed a little more enthusiastic about the loot than I thought warranted. Pieces of the puzzle that were Khikall were coming together in my mind and the picture it was providing wasn’t pretty. He hadn’t done anything to harm or hinder me though so I would hold off on my opinion until I learned the truth or he did something to make me have to kill him.

“Ok, let's go and scout the location. You sure, nobody else knows where we are going?”

“If you’re asking if I trust my contact, the answer is no, Captain. That’s why we have to do this quickly.”

“Alright, get the ship running and get us on the way. You ready for a fight Barcos?” I asked, turning to the drunken man.

The man huffed in indignation, “your idea of a fight and mine are entirely different, Captain. I doubt I will even get a workout out of this.”

I just shook my head and got up to head to the command room. At least Barcos wasn’t shy about a fight, that would have been an enormous waste of time if he was. Still, with just the two of us on this pirate hideout and Khikall piloting the ship, it was going to be difficult. I had to put faith that my recent improvements would be enough to carry me through. At least it was on an island, that would make it easier on me.

***

It took a day to locate the island in question. Unlike some of the other floating islands, this one was spewing magma from a volcano on one end. The only explanation for this phenomenon I could come up with was magic fuckery. Probably an elemental vent. Thankfully our target was on the far side of the island away from this terrain feature.

Unfortunately, our luck wasn’t as good there. Instead of the single ship, we had been hoping for, there were two docked on the island. They were also pointed broadside out and all of the weapons were manned. The hidden fort rested in a rough cave on the island's side, making an attack from any other direction impossible.

“I think your contact sold you out,” I said to Khikall.

“I think you are correct, Captain. What do you want to do?”

I mulled over the problem as we circled the area like an invisible shark.

“What would you do if you were these pirates?” I asked Khikall.

The Jerboa didn’t bat an eye before he responded. “Have the third ship nearby to trap us as we attacked.”

“Yup, that sounds like a sensible plan. Let's go find this third ship.”

The missing ship was a bit harder to locate. But we did eventually find it, hiding near the island within a stealth field. Thankfully, their stealth field was not as good as ours and it left a distortion in the air. They masked this by hiding near the volcanic side of the island. A smart move, assuming they stayed far enough away that the lava elementals didn’t catch them.

There was one problem with attacking them though. We couldn’t tell what size of vessel it was. I could assume it was similar to the two vessels docked at the pirate base but that was a dangerous assumption.

“Well, how should we handle this unknown ship?” I asked the other two.

Barcos was the first to respond, “It’s likely their flagship as it would be too risky to leave it in the dock while we attacked. Probably a triple-deck dirigible.”

“Barcos is probably correct,” Khikall added, “but it may also be longship.”

“Longship?” I asked.

“Similar to the triple-deck but about half again as long, giving it an additional nine cannons per side.”

“So, you think we can take it?”

“Maybe,” was the only response I got from Khikall and a shrug was all I got from Barcos.

I sighed, “well, no reason to back down now. Let's use our speed to our advantage and streak past them as I fire.”

“Well, I’m gonna go strap myself in near the hatch, I suspect we will have some boarders to deal with,” Barcos replied, strutting out of the room while he hummed an unknown tune.

Khikall circled away from the ship’s hiding spot as I prepped the weapons. It was going to be a fast flyby from stealth, then I would have to switch to the shield. Without a visual reference, I decided to spread the weapons fire across the blurred area, at least this way I would land at least a few hits. I also engaged the continuous fire option for my mana lasers.

We reached our destination and Khikall arced the ship in a tight turn before maxing out the throttle. Eighty miles an hour wasn’t fast when compared to planes or jets but when you were in a solid chunk of metal it seemed pretty fast. We quickly covered the distance to our target and I fired off all the weapons that could target the ship.

The screen didn’t white out this time as there was no mist to scatter the intense light of the energy discharge. I quickly turned off the cloak and engaged the shield. The Retribution rocked as enemy fire struck only a moment later. But my attack had been a success. Sections of the now visible enemy ship were no more than splinters and large scars ran down the length of their ship from my mana lasers.

Despite the success, the enemy ship was not out of the action and I could see the damage I had caused them starting to heal.

“They have wood mages,” Khikall grunted.

The ship rocked again as another cannonball found us.

“Get us back in range so I can remove their cannons!”

Khikall, jerked up on the control stick and the Retribution did something it wasn’t designed to do, and that was flip over. I gripped the arms of my chair hard as the ship rolled and then fell from the air as there weren’t any runes on the top deck to keep it flying. With a Jerk of the stick to the side, the ship righted itself again and I nearly lost my lunch.

“Dammit! Warn me before you’re going to pull a stunt like that,” I swore, quickly realigning the weapons as we raced back toward the enemy vessel.

The enemy ship was a triple-deck dirigible but thankfully, not a longship. We took hits but the shield was holding at forty percent after three strafing runs and recharging as we got out of their arc of fire. The enemy ship was trying to maneuver their undamaged side toward us as I saw the first boarders, flash off the enemy deck. Who needed ropes when you had magic. I keyed the intercom. “Barcos, you have company.”

I didn’t need to worry about the boarders getting inside the ship, the teleportation scrambler prevented that.

The sounds of shouting and the screams of wounded penetrated the deck as we fired once again at the beleaguered vessel. We kept firing on their damaged side as we were too fast for them to get their other side turned toward us.

The ship rocked upward violently.

“What the hell was that!” I shouted, looking around until I spotted the culprit.

We had been forced over the island in order to keep the enemy's damaged side facing us but had earned the ire of the locals. Three lava elementals were below and charging a massive glowing ball of magma which shot our way a moment later.

Khikall jerked the ship sideways, avoiding the projectile while I fired one of the mana cannons at the three monsters.

Unfortunately, that only seemed to make them mad. And a pillar of lava struck the underside of the Retribution, lifting the ship and tossing it around. The shield was nearly depleted by the attack before Khikall managed to get us away from the island.

Thankfully, the elementals were equal opportunity assholes and had also attacked the enemy ship, which was now burning as lava pooled across their deck.

            

    
        Chapter 195: Polishing off the rust

    
    
    
    
                Barcos sighed and stored the bottle of alcohol away as he heard the Captain announce there were boarders on the deck. He unstrapped himself and loosened his shoulders as he opened the hatch and stepped out. He avoided the blade aimed for his throat and left a dagger in the man’s throat in return.

He wasn’t surprised someone had been waiting to attack the only entrance to the top deck.

He heard one of the boarders hiss, “who let you out of your hole, Blademaster?”

“Does it matter?” Barcos replied.

“No, you’re as good as dead anyway.”

All ten men rushed Barcos as he danced between them, whistling softly as his blades carved through his opponents with ease.

The dirge of defiance was one of his favorite songs from his Bladesinger class and he hadn’t had a reason to use it in far too long. He cut through the riff-raff sent against him. They weren’t true opponents, only meant to weaken him for the rest. The pirates had sent forty people aboard the Retribution. Some were trying to damage the guns but were finding it extremely difficult. A few others were setting charges on the deck. Not ideal but he would deal with it.

He flicked out five daggers faster than the eye could see and the men placing the charges all fell to the ground, dead.

Three men rushed him and Barcos could tell, these three were skilled, not as skilled as him but few could match his talent with a blade.

The four of them clashed as other men rushed to continue setting the charges and a few tried to pry the hatch open and get inside.

That was when the ship violently lurched into the air. Air that had grown quite a bit hotter he noted. Barcos had seen the approaching elementals out of the corner of his eye but hadn’t thought the Captain would antagonize them. The man was nothing if not entertaining. Barcos laughed as half the pirates were thrown to the ground. A few even fell overboard into the superheated column of rock. Only four people didn’t falter, Barcos and his three opponents.

Using a tiny opening, Barcos threw out three more daggers, killing three more pirates before they could get up. They weren’t the three he was currently engaged with, he wanted to savor this fight.

His random killing did anger one of the three, forcing him to push even harder. Barcos just sighed and slipped a dagger into the man’s heart as he was leaving all kinds of openings in his zeal to end the fight faster.

The other two fought on but without the third, they couldn’t keep Barcos from occasionally throwing out daggers and killing more of the pirates aboard. The count was now down to about fifteen.

Barcos heard a scream behind him as the hatch opened and his Captain stepped out onto the deck. The noise didn’t distract Barcos or his two opponents though.

***

I quickly surveyed the scene on deck. It was one thing to watch it from the command room. The three men that had been trying to wrench the hatch open were thrown away when I unlocked it. Two people were fighting tooth and nail with Barcos and another ten pirates were trying to attach something to the deck in a few spots.

I shot an overcharged Frostwave at the three near the door, freezing them solid as I rushed past Barcos and toward the closest group of pirates. I couldn’t risk setting off whatever device they were using so ranged magic was not an option.

All but one of the men stopped what they were doing and drew weapons to attack.

I smashed into the group, utilizing Unstoppable Force to absorb the initial damage. This was enough surprise for me to crack one man across the skull with my staff as I ducked under a spear thrust. I felt a sword skitter across my shoulder, barely missing my neck. The slash wasn’t deep, thanks to my armor but blood still flowed from my wound.

I snapped my staff back, catching the swordsman in the chest with the lionhead. The force blasted him across the deck and into another group, sending all of them crashing to the ground.

I twisted to avoid another stab of the spearman, as I kicked out, knocking his spear to the side and unbalancing him. Barcos had been fond of using that attack against me in our fights. It was highly effective against long-handled weapon users.

As the man was unbalanced, I continued my spin and ducked inside his reach, shoulder checking him. The man crashed to the ground, knocking the man that remained at the device over as well. I didn’t give either a chance to scrabble to their feet as I lunged in, smashing their skulls with my staff.

When I looked up again, Barcos already had a bottle in hand and the remaining men were dead.

“Well, you didn’t die, I guess that’s something,” Barcos snorted, as he headed back below deck.

The cleanup took longer than the fighting. And the skills I managed to steal were as useless as the ones I got in the market fight or the previous pirate encounter. I sighed and cast them to the void to see if I got anything worthwhile in exchange.

Tempest Ball: Creates a ball of chaotic swirling water that is .5 meters wide and an additional .5 meters is added for every 5 points of Intelligence above ten. Once targeted the ball will fly toward its target lashing them with violent eddies of water, causing minor damage, and limiting motion. Lasts for 30sec. Cost 100 mana, cooldown 5 min

The spell sounded interesting but I had no clue what minor damage meant. All of my other spells gave stat-based damage. I would have to play with it and find out.

The other spell I got was just called Glob. There was no description, no cost, and no way to actually activate the ability as the relevant knowledge was not added to my mind when I received it.

It was a bit frustrating but nothing I could do about it at the moment. I decided to hold onto it simply to cast it into Void Lottery again when I got another skill I didn’t want.

After I finished looting the pirate bodies, I pushed them overboard. The remains of the enemy ship had landed on the island and the surviving pirates had been beset by the lava elementals. It was safe to say that I wasn’t going down there to pick through any remains. We waited for the shield to recharge and made our way back toward the hideout. I was now more confident in our chances at taking out the two ships. And I had an idea that may keep us from having to do much fighting at all.

***

“You sure about this, Captain?” Khikall asked for the second time.

“Yup, we're here to kill pirates, loot is only a secondary concern.”

The Jerboa grumbled quietly but maneuvered the ship above the hidden crevice the pirates were using. I started firing the mana lasers to create a fracture point for the ceiling of the cavern. I had to keep switching between the weapon batteries to not overload them. It took an hour but we now had a line carved about a foot deep across the entire surface above the cave, forming a crescent. I was glad the weapons were silent otherwise someone may have come looking to see what the racket was about. All other noises and shaking were covered by the continuously erupting volcano in the distance.

“Alright, set the ship down as we discussed,” I said to Khikall.

He did as was ordered and the Retribution touched down near the edge of the overhang.

“On three, give the ship full power,” I said, utilizing Newton’s third law to our advantage.

The ship rocketed into the air but to do that it had to push against something. Most of the time, this force was spread out over a wide area, making it imperceptible. But I had the ability to adjust this zone and that’s just what I did. It was like a hundred-ton hammer had slammed into the rock shelf. Normally it would just have shaken but with my weakening of the structure, a massive crack sped along the groove. With an Earth-shattering crack, the entire shelf collapsed at an angle, slamming into the cave floor below and sliding off into the ocean.

The only thing left behind were a few mangled buildings and some very confused pirates. Both enemy ships had been crushed and dragged away as the slab of rock fell.

I used the weapons on the ship to take care of any remaining pirates, not seeing any point going down there to fight them. My method did pose one issue, how to prove we killed these pirates. It wasn’t like you could share kill messages.

Eventually, I let Khikall set the ship down amongst the rubble to see if we could recover anything of value. Khikall looked glumly at the destruction. You think a man who had just hit level twenty would be happier. But I was starting to think my suspicions about the Jerboa were accurate. Only a former pirate would lament lost loot. I decided it was time to find out.

“Khikall, are you a pirate?”

“No,” the old Jerboa answered.

I sighed and rephrased the question. “Were you a pirate?”

This time Khikall paused before answering, “yes.”

“A well-known pirate by my guess?”

The man sighed and cleared off the remains of a seat before plopping down in it. “You might as well sit, this is a long story.”

I found a crate and dragged it over.

“I didn’t start out as a pirate. Before adolescence, I worked aboard a number of merchant ships. This is typical for my race. On one voyage, a pirate steamer surprised us and the crew failed to fight off the pirates. These were a mixed-race group of pirates, and none too kind. They killed the civilians and gave the surviving crew an option. Join them or be tossed overboard. This was before the Guild arrived at our shores and brought their slave devices with them.”

“Wait, why didn’t the pirates just purchase them through the Bazaars?”

“I will get to that. The pirates mistreated most of the crew that joined up. Only those that showed promise weren’t beaten…as severely. After a year aboard, the captain was betrayed by his first mate. A bloodbath ensued and only five people survived. The first mate and four Jerboa. The ship was destroyed during the chaos but we were within one of the pirate sanctuaries, hidden among the Isles. We joined another crew but they soon found out about the former first mate's betrayal and he was tossed overboard.”

“Sounds like he got what he deserved,” I muttered.

“Indeed. We got passed around from ship to ship for some time, seeing as we were slaves in all but name. Eventually, I grew skilled enough to challenge the Captain of a ship called the Forsooth. The man scoffed at my audacity and accepted my challenge.”

“I’m guessing it didn’t go well for him?”

“No, the man was a coward and trickster but I had watched him fight for years. The fight was bloody but it was over in less than a minute and I stood as the victor and new Captain. By this time the crew was a third Jerboa and with a nod of my head, we excised the non-Jerboa from the roster. From there, I recruited a new crew and we only raided Protectorate ships. We only killed when we had to and for two decades, life was good.”

“Let me guess, you were betrayed?”

“No, I found a wife and started a family. I stopped pirating and switched to hauling cargo. The change was quite easy and only a few of the crew left for more lucrative ventures. Being all Jerboa, they understood the importance of family. Then the Guild came, by this time my son was ten or eleven. We tried to compete with them but their prices on shipping were simply too low and I was once again forced to take up piracy to make a living. It wasn’t until years later that I was betrayed. I managed to escape but not before losing my son and wife.”

“Sorry, I didn’t know,” I replied.

Khikall shrugged, “how could you. That betrayal was six years ago, and I ended up stuck in Posa after being rescued. Nobody knew my name and I stayed anonymous for years until more Jerboa showed up. By then my bounty had expired as I was declared dead since a new captain was in charge of my old ship and I hadn’t been seen for some time. But Jerboas never forget a grudge, and soon it was known where I was hiding. To rub it in my face, the new captain of the Forsooth started prowling around near Posa, and butchering the people aboard ships they captured.”

“Well, that’s fucked up. I can see why you want revenge now. But you said something about the Bazaars?”

“Right, before the Guild, the Bazaars weren’t in the Isles. They can pop up and disappear on occasion. From what I understand, it has to do with trade and the volume of people in a given area. If the town is stagnant for too long the building simply vanishes. When the Guild arrived, they came in droves. Tens of millions of new residents and at least five new cities within the Isles. More people arrived to take advantage of the trade and ever since, the pirate threat has exploded, with outside forces coming in to try and dominate the new resources. These would be the pirate kings. And with this influx, the three Bazaars appeared.”

“Why didn’t you tell me all this before, not the thing about the Bazaars, but about being a pirate?”

“Would you have taken me on board if I had?” he asked in return.

“Fair point, no, probably not. But so far you are a good crew member.”

“Yes, but now you will always wonder if I am going to betray you.”

I laughed, “I assumed you would betray me at some point even before I knew you were a pirate.”

That got a chuckle out of the old Jerboa. “A wise decision. We should probably finish looting and get out of here before someone comes snooping around.”

“Fair enough, by the way, what’s Barcos’s story?”

“You will have to ask him, it's not for me to tell.”

I nodded as we moved apart to loot faster.

One good thing did come from our search. One of the ship’s flags lay amongst the rubble, still attached to its mast. So at least we could prove we took down one of the pirates. Now if only the pirate captain of the larger vessel come aboard during the fighting we could have had two. But alas that pirate had gone down with his ship.

We also looted the bodies as there were a lot of them. I split the loot three ways, giving the others first pick since I didn’t particularly care as it would all be sold to finance this private little war. After the spoils were divvied up, we left the remains of the pirate compound behind. I didn’t bother hiding our traces as too many people already knew we were headed here anyway, let this be a lesson to other pirates on what I would do.

            

    
        Chapter 196: Chumming the water

    
    
    
    
                “Director Tolish, here are the weekly reports,” his assistant said, handing him a stack of papers.

“Thank you, Vetor, anything of note I should look into first?”

“I have arranged them by significance, Director,” the man preened.

Tolish smiled, happy to have such a competent assistant as Vetor in this strange new world. He did frown slightly when he read the first page. It was a BOLO for a native enchanter. The request came from another Guild representative that Tolish was unfamiliar with.

“Tell me about this Lord Vik’t?” Tolish asked.

“He is from a small house of no real repute. Their family expended all of their capital and secured a Guild loan to come to this world and claim one city. Their family's only claim to fame is enchantments that mimic mind reading. It was debunked by the Guild as a parlor trick and they were censured for misleading classification. The items only let the users see possibilities a few seconds into the future and it is easily countered with a mental block artifact.

“Hmm, thank you for that, Vetor. What about this man they are searching for?”

“That is actually more interesting, Director. Please look at page two.”

The director grabbed the second page and glanced over the information provided. A natural enchanter? That was rather rare. Most enchanters needed a class to be able to make the most of the skill. Unique inventions, cloned tech, and an airship of some sort. Tolish could understand why this Lord Vik’t wanted to get control of this man, not that he particularly cared what this Lord wanted.

Most people outside the Guild saw it as one monolithic organization but that was far from true. It was more a cluster of warring factions that all agreed to limit the outside influence of magical technology. Tolish’s group was mainly focused on trade and didn’t have any specific technological achievement to their name.

This worked well to allow them to become the default trading organization within the Guild. Unlike some of the major houses, like the Dwarven Oligarchs' and their mana cannons or the Syleen and their slave empire built on control collars. Then there were the Shipbuilders who controlled the most popular airship technologies.

Tolish wouldn’t be surprised if the Shipbuilders got involved with this search just to keep this unknown airship technology for themselves or squash it completely. It's just what most houses did to maintain their monopolies. Tolish on the other hand would have liked to come to an arrangement with this man. At least as a subsidiary he would be covered from most of the Guilds predations.

But going by the information provided in the report, the man already disliked the Guild and was an escaped slave. Tolish chuckled when he read that, the Syleen would be incensed knowing that someone had broken their supposedly unbreakable enchantment, not that it was or ever had been very unbreakable. Tolish didn’t like relying on slaves, even former criminals turned to slaves but it was the price of doing business. To keep his costs competitive, he had to use slaves as all of the other Guild traders used them as well.

Tolish quirked an eyebrow as he read the rest of the report. “This is accurate?” he asked his assistant.

“It was triple-checked, Director.”

“Well, that is interesting.”

Apparently, this man was flying around the Isles of Mist in his airship and hunting pirates. Perhaps a meeting wasn’t out of the question. “Alert our agents and ask them to invite this man and his crew to Mohisa for a meeting. Also, tell them to eliminate any Guild agents that come snooping around, or redirect them if possible. I don’t need a bunch of houses muddying up my trade with their infighting.”

“Yes, Director,” the man bowed slightly before leaving the room.

Tolish leaned back in his chair. This was a dangerous game to play when other houses were involved but if he rolled over and let their agents traipse about, they would try and take control, he couldn’t have that. As for this trumped-up lord, he would have no problem squashing him and his desire to build a kingdom. It was bad enough the Syleen were already establishing an empire on this planet, along with a dozen other random Guild houses.

Tolish smiled as he had an idea how to get this Paul Fuller on his side and it wouldn’t cost him much at all.

***

Tu’Cath stared at the utter destruction of his base. He had been out raiding a Dormian convoy as they were always easy targets, and when he returned, the entire cave was destroyed, the ceiling simply missing. It was easy to guess what had happened, as the scrape marks were clearly evident on the stone floor. What he didn’t know was how it happened.

“Reach out to our nearby contacts, I want to know what transpired here, and I want to know now!” he yelled, making his crew fly into action.

“Sir!” one of his communication people shouted, “one of our scouts located the remains of the Ghorla.”

Tu’Cath ground his teeth, “where?”

“The far side of the island. The unburnt sections of the ship show massive damage, so it appears they were in a battle. There are agitated elementals near the site and our scout had to flee before getting a closer look.”

Someone had done this, that much had been clear to Tu’Cath, but who would be so brazen as to attack his holding? Another pirate fleet? No, there was no sign of the normal flotsam associated with that type of battle. Just a few bits of crushed hull floating in the ocean below the island. The massive slab of stone falling into the Ocean probably pushed any other debris away but he didn’t think so. His instincts told him that whoever had attacked was still out there.

“Gather the scouts, it's time to hunt,” he hissed, his forked tongue flicking between his fangs.

***

“Prince Lameen, a moment?” a man asked, running up to him.

Lameen’s guards tensed, but relaxed when they saw who it was.

“Jard, I’m kind of busy, can this not wait?”

The man shook his head imperceptibly. “I wouldn’t wish to keep you from something important, my Prince.”

“My apologies councilor, it seems work calls. I will return momentarily after I deal with this issue.”

“No apologies needed, Prince Lameen, take your time,” the man said with a smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

You old snake, Lameen thought as he went to a secure room a few hallways over. As soon as the door shut, he slapped the man. “You fool, why would you rush into a private meeting like that. Unless the world is coming to an end, you maintain your composure, am I clear?”

The man nodded as he rubbed his face.

“Good, now what is so important that you had to pull me away?”

“Your brother has escaped the island.”

Lameen sucked in a breath, “How? Who would dare, free him?”

“It seems some outsider stumbled upon the island and your brother Barcos managed to convince him to bring his replacement to the island. Then your brother transferred over duty to the new man and relinquished his.”

Lameen cursed, causing the other man to flinch back in surprise. He ignored the servant and started pacing about the room.

Barcos had been a thorn in his side since they were younger. Always more talented, always more handsome, always more liked by the people, despite the fact that his brother wasn’t even in line for succession. It was always meant to go to him or his two younger brothers, not his fourth brother, the son of some concubine whore. Not that succession meant much outside of the house. Unlike a traditional kingdom, the protectorate was run by a committee of the five great houses. With a majority vote by the members being the way matters were settled throughout the kingdom.

It had taken time but Lameen had figured out a way to be rid of his brother’s influence once and for all without killing him. That would have been a recklessly stupid idea. If his brother was one thing it was a fighter. Not that Lameen lacked the ability to fight, it was required by all male heirs to at least put in a token effort by joining the legion for a year. Lameen had done that, as did their late father but Barcos had remained in the legion, despite their father's protests. But knowing how to fight and living in an environment where your daily survival was uncertain was another. When the man finally returned, he came back a monster in human skin which only solidified Lameen’s resolve to be rid of him.

After their father passed, Lameen made his move. He had gotten the man assigned to Hylatty using the excuse that his brother needed time to convalesce after his hardship in the Legion. His reasoning was accepted by the military leadership and Barcos was moved to a dockmaster position. One he was none too happy about but accepted it as a good soldier should.

After his brother arrived at Hylatty, Lameen blocked any attempt for a replacement to take over for him. This turned out to be rather easy since dockmasters needed to submit a form to the Legion headquarters, then wait for a replacement. Intercepting the mail from the remote island wasn’t too difficult, Lameen simply paid the only captain that went to that rock to toss the correspondence overboard.

Barcos must have eventually realized his mail wasn’t arriving. The crafty bastard managed to sneak a formal request through an underworld contact that occasionally visited the island. How this Pirate managed to deliver this message was something Lameen never figured out. Lameen did learn of the letter's arrival though and cut this attempt to get off the island at the knees by paying the replacement to make himself scarce. And for ten years, that had worked.

There was no doubt that Barcos had figured out what had transpired during his forced exile. Even cut off, his brother's underworld contacts had sold him information. Lameen had dealt with that as well, convincing the Jerboan pirate's first mate to turn on their captain. That hadn’t gone as well as Lameen would have liked, producing a much more violent pirate to that area of the Protectorate. But that issue could be solved with judicial force, which was easy.

The hard part was dealing with his monster of a brother. Now the pissed-off monster was out of his cage and Lameen was lacking critical information on where he was or what he was planning in order to resolve the issue.

“Tell me everything you know,” Lameen ordered.

            

    
        Chapter 197: The wayward prince

    
    
    
    
                “Dammit, Barcos, would it have killed you to tell me Khikall was a former pirate?” I complained as I sat down in the command room.

Khikall grunted but Barcos just shrugged. “Wasn’t my place to say, besides, I don’t see how it changes anything.”

I rubbed my temples, “of course it changes things. Maybe not with the crew, but it changes how I need to go about our efforts in this region. And what’s your story anyway? No, wait, let me guess. You’re some wayward lord, found adrift or sent into exile.”

I had meant it as a joke but I caught the quick gaze from Barcos to Khikall and the subtle shake of his head in return.

“Oh for fuck sake, you're kidding me right?”

“Well, not a lord, but I guess there’s no point keeping it under wraps any longer.”

I sank into my chair and groaned as Barcos told his story.

“So, I’m the fourth son of a house. They tend to call the oldest son of the house a prince but I never much liked the title. My father was referred to as a sovereign and along with four other sovereigns, ruled over the Protectorate.”

With every word, it felt like a lance was being driven into my skull and my mind went back to those damning words that Stygian Order man had said to me. Here was another example of events of significant importance swirling about me. I mentally sighed as I tuned back into what Barcos was saying.

“After my years with the Legion, I was sent to Hylatty for rest and recuperation. They were probably right to do that, I was bitter and angry at the time. But after a year, I needed off the island. I gave the outgoing Legion captain my formal request to return and to be relieved of my post. When months went by and I received no response, I tried again.”

“Let me guess, no response again?” I interrupted.

“None. Not even a “you will have to wait while we locate a candidate,” which I found odd. Two more years went by before I heard any news, and that came from a pirate that visited. He laughed at my predicament and I was impotent to do anything about it or harm him unless he harmed me first. Finally, Khikall visited the island. The bastard charged me a king's ransom to deliver my message, but deliver it he did. A month later I got a response that a replacement will be sent out shortly.”

Khikall chuckled at this part.

“Except it never came?” I asked.

“Except it never came, correct. By this time I had pieced together some of what was going on and who was behind my exile. It was my older half-brother. I never learned the why though and soon no more Legion ships arrived at the shores of Hylatty. Even the pirate ships dried up as it wasn’t even a good place to stop and restock supplies, leaving me alone with nothing but time and booze to soothe my mind.”

“So you want revenge against this brother, is that it?”

Barcos shook his head. “What would be the point? I get nothing out of killing him, except maybe a swift execution afterward. I even gave up my position within the Legion so now I am no longer tied to a Legion that abandoned me for a decade to rot. I just wanted off that damn island. You can’t imagine how torturous it was to hear the same jokes day in and day out for ten fucking years. I would have jumped off the island seven years ago if I had been physically able to do so and not stopped by my oath.”

I had to do a doubletake as what Barcos said sunk in. The man burst out laughing. “Oh man, you should have seen your face, that was worth getting off the island by itself,” he said, sucking down the last of his bottle.

Khikall was also chuckling.

“So, was that all true or all bullshit?” I grumbled.

“All true,” the man said with a burp, “all except the joke part. Could you imagine how conceited I would have to be to consider suicide because of something like that? Fuck no, I wanted off because the alcohol and company sucked. You try being around people for ten years that have all given up on life. It’s fucking depressing.”

“Ok, so you’re off the island, why stick with me?”

“Oh, that’s easy. I expect you are going to make some huge waves and I want to be around to get in on the action. I’m a bit of a thrill-seeker if you hadn’t guessed by my level,” he replied with a wink.

I groaned, eliciting another round of laughter. “Fine, as long as I don’t get pulled into some scheme to topple the Protectorate, you can remain aboard. I got enough shit to worry about without that becoming a reality.”

Barcos chuckled. “No worries there. I wouldn’t want to rule those shitheads anyway, I never was much for politicking. Gimme a blade and point me where you want me to stick it and I’ll be happy.”

I nodded as I tuned Barcos and Khikall out as they chatted about old times. So far the crew was working out but I knew we could use at least one more crew member. The problem is I had no clue where to get one. I suppose Barcos or Khikall might know, seeing as they are knowledgeable about the area and probably know people that would be interested and not cause issues.

“We still need one more crew member, got anyone to recommend?”

The two stopped their conversation and looked at me in consideration.

“What about Diylia?” Barcos asked Khikall.

He shook his head, “killed by pirates. Vashess is still alive though.”

Barcos winced. “Yeah, hard pass on him, he's a psychopath.”

The two went back and forth, naming half a dozen people before they settled on one name. A female Ilixian by the name of Em’ah. I had to ask what an Ilixian was. Apparently, they were a semi-gelatinoid race. Again I needed clarification on what the hell a semi-gelatinoid was.

While the Ilixian had a gelatinous outer body, they still had bones of a sort. This limited the forms they could take but this Em’ah was said to be a highly sought-after spy as she could change her appearance to match most humanoid species. The two didn’t say if this was due to her class or her race though.

I asked the next logical question. “Ok, if she is so good at blending in, how the hell are we going to find her?”

“That should be easy enough, I can contact my old Captain from when I was in the Legion. He owes me a favor and should know where Em’ah is currently working, and also her cover identity.”

“You sure he’s going to hand that over since you no longer work for the Legion?”

Barcos shrugged, “He won’t know that yet. I will send out a message to him at the next port.”

Somehow I doubted this was going to turn out as quick and easy a process as it was when we retrieved Sha’Stis but I kept those thoughts to myself.

***

We arrived at the next port and Barcos sent off his message. This was different process than the message plates I had used in the past, more along the lines of a face time request through a mirror. That reminded me, I still had that broken mirror from when the dwarves had attacked me. Khikall said it was the same sort of item but was useless without the counterpart fragments, well, not useless, but you would only be able to communicate with those other fragments.

I decided to take a hard pass on that, not wanting any of those dwarven remnants to know I was still about and kicking. I did head onto the deck when I had a minute and simply dumped the mirror overboard and into the ocean. If they hadn’t tracked me down with it yet, they probably wouldn’t but it was better to be safe than sorry. I didn’t fear them coming after me, I just didn’t need the additional headache at the moment.

We remained in the port for three days before Barcos received a reply. His old commander said if he wanted to talk, that he had to meet at the Legion stronghold he was currently commanding.

“Feel’s a bit fishy,” I said flatly.

“Probably is,” Barcos replied.

“Any other way to find this woman?” I asked.

“Nope, not if you want to find her this decade anyway. Besides, I can handle my old captain. As long as you two can handle the ship, we should be fine.”

I set the device I had been tinkering with down on the galley table. “And if they force my hand?”

Barcos shrugged, “do what you have to do, Captain.”

I frowned slightly, “this woman better be worth all this damn trouble.”

“She will be, I worked with her in the past and she’s good at what she does,” Barcos replied with conviction.

“Barcos isn’t wrong, Captain. She may be a spy by trade but she is loyal as long as she is treated right,” Khikall added.

I wanted to bring up the fact that she was like the fourteenth name they had discussed but decided not to open that conversation. As with Khihall and Barcos, I would reserve judgment. I just wish they didn’t make it so damn hard. I only grunted in affirmative as Khikall left the room to prep the ship.

The trip to the Legion base was through a dense area of small floating rocks, almost like dense asteroids. There was no real way to bypass the area on this side of the Isles. It extended down toward the ocean surface and farther into the sky than the Retribution was capable of flying without solid ground underneath. And the rocks were too small to give the ship any added lift to maneuver above the debris field. This was made all the more difficult as the rocks tended to move and collide with others. Oh and did I mention, we got to this field of rocks just as the mist was rolling in. Yay us!

It was slow going, to say the least. The shields got a workout though as there were always a few pebbles bouncing off of it along our path. The only advantage we had was the fact that the Retribution was quite a bit smaller than most airships. It was also sleeker, allowing us to slip between rocks with large gaping holes in them.

We did get attacked by a flock of large pterodactyl-like birds called Shikas at one point. But they were rather low-level beasts and the weapons aboard Retribution were enough to kill a few and chase the others off.

The entire trip took two weeks and during that time the fog had rolled in and out three times, slowing our progress with each wave. I didn’t know how Khikall dealt with the stress, I wasn’t even piloting and I was a nervous wreck.

Finally, we cleared the field and saw the Legion base’s island in the distance. It was like being in the eye of a rocky hurricane but I could understand the reasoning for building a base in such an inhospitable place. Especially if you wanted to protect something important. Barcos had never been to this base, so he didn’t know what was so important about it, not that it mattered.

Through the command room’s view, I could see over twenty Legion vessels patrolling the space around the island. As we came around the island, three of the smaller ships shadowed us.

I hadn’t seen these types of vessels before so I asked Barcos about them. “What kind of airships are those?”

He looked over and quirked an eyebrow. “I’m not sure. Fast attack ships maybe, they weren’t around the last time I was aboard a Legion vessel.”

As we got closer, I got a better look at the ships. They were a double-deck design, with the second deck being the top deck. I only counted sixteen guns out of each side of the vessel, making them considerably less armed than any pirate ship we had encountered so far. But gone was the easily visible balloon used on most ships of the Protectorate I had seen so far. They also didn’t sport the smokestacks of the Jerboan vessels.

I could tell the wood was armored in some sort of metal though. Thinner than the plates that made up the Retributions armor but it made sense if it was just to absorb the initial impact, the wood would do the rest.

There was also a slight blue glow emanating from under the ship but it was hard to see unless you were close enough. It almost resembled heatwaves but in reverse. I assumed it was caused by whatever enchantments they had used to replace the standard balloon.

I found the design quite fascinating, a cross between a large sailboat and an internal combustion-powered ship. The closest thing to my ship that I had seen so far.

As we got closer to the massive port – set within a large cove – I could see why the place was so secure. It was a massive shipyard. Enormous cannons, mounted at the entrance to the cove tracked the Retribution as we made our way inside. I didn’t even want to consider what would have happened if we flew over the island or under it, it didn’t seem like the Legion was taking any chances here. I assumed they only let us get this far without challenging us because they knew we were coming, or I hoped that was why.

After seeing the guns, I wanted to turn around, but seeing all the ships, I’m not sure how far we would get without the mist to cover our escape. Also, Barcos had a bored expression on his face so I figured if he didn’t feel it was an issue, then neither should I, except I did and my hackles were all the way up. But we were locked in now.

I did run escape scenarios through my mind as we approached, and none were very encouraging. There was one possibility, I just hoped it wouldn’t come to that as I hadn’t tested the ship for those conditions.

            

    
        Chapter 198: Legion

    
    
    
    
                We docked at an open slip, not that we had much of a choice where we docked. The three ships that followed us in, shepherded us to a specific area in the docks. When we arrived there were eight gruff-looking men in white uniforms standing along the dock with two individuals at the end of the dock, wearing white as well, but piped in black trim. I assumed that meant they were of a higher rank.

I saw Barcos cock a smile when he spotted those two men and he practically jumped from his chair and raced to the top deck before the ship even settled. I got to watch him jump from the deck, landing in front of the first honor guard, startling the man enough to make him reach for his weapon.

Barcos didn’t bother acknowledging the man as he swiftly walked past the eight and towards the other two. He opened up his arms for what looked like a hug, seeming to surprise the two men, before he hauled his arm back and socked one of them right in the nose.

I groaned as all hell broke loose on the dock and all eight of the honor guard tackled Barcos to the ground and put him in restraints. Then they hauled the bruised Barcos up and drag him away.

“Fuck sake, why can’t anything be easy,” I grumbled. “Ship, initiate lockdown protocol Alpha-Charlie.”

Khikall jumped in his seat as the ship responded to my command. This was the first time Khikall got to hear the ship speak as it had been set to silent mode since I had taken him on as crew.

“Protocol initiated, lockdown in progress. All ship systems are on immediate standby for combat. Onboard crew designated as friendlies.”

“What the hells was that!” Khikall demanded, leaping from his chair and looking around.

“It’s the ship. Think of it as a golem. It can accept certain orders from me and carry them out.”

I would have thought that would have made the Jerboa relax but if anything it made him tenser. I sighed and explained to him that it was perfectly safe, it was only meant to keep us safe and make sure nobody tried anything stupid and that was just what happened.

As we watched Barcos be dragged away in suppression chains a group of four guards approached the ship. They didn’t attempt to board, but they produced odd-looking bags from storage rings and began tossing them into the air to land aboard the deck.

I heard Khikall curse. “Suppression powder.”

I didn’t know what that was but I could make an educated guess. Sure enough, as the bags landed on the deck, they burst, dispersing prismatic dust across the deck. I assumed it was designed to counteract security measures. It may have worked if my security measures were enchantment-based or even on the surface but I didn’t need to expose them so blatantly since metal was quite an advantageous conductor for my designs.

The ship didn’t react in any way to the bags, which was another indication that they had no effect. I didn’t want a repeat of what happened with my fortress door. If any system was damaged or disabled, the ship could deploy more aggressive means to remove the threat.

After letting the dust settle, one of the soldiers hopped onto the deck. The ship alerted me to a hostile presence and initiated countermeasures.

“Make sure not to leave your seat, I’m not sure if the electricity will pass through this area or not but the command stations are insulated.”

Khikall grimaced and quickly strapped himself back into his seat as a soft whine began to build. Normally the systems would be pre-charged after the ship was set into defensive mode but with people aboard, Protocol Alpha-Charlie prevented that from happening, giving people time to get to a safe spot. Other than the command chairs, only the galley was isolated.

The whine quickly picked up as the energy built and I could feel the static buildup of the electricity as my hair stood on end. I could even see it in Khikall as he now looked to be twice his size as his fur poofed out.

The man aboard the deck must have realized something was amiss as he dove off the deck only moments before a crackling arc of white-blue lightning danced across the surface of the Retribution, attracted by the strange powder.

The powder glowed and popped as it tried to absorb the energy. I realized what the powder was now, it was crushed mana hearts. The four soldiers rushed away from the ship as bolts of energy tore free and sparked against the dock, leaving long jagged scorch marks in their passing. Soon the built-up energy discharged and the ship returned to its standby mode. I looked at the energy readout and saw only a thousand mana had been used for that action and the ship was quickly recharging.

The soldiers and commander looked on in frustration as we were now at a bit of a stalemate. I could leave Barcos to his fate but something told me I needed the man so we were stuck here until he broke free. We would just have to wait, I doubted they could hold a man of his skills long.

***

Barcos had a grin on his face as he was dumped unceremoniously into an office. He picked himself up off the floor and sat in the chair across from the empty desk and waited. It took an hour but, eventually, his old commander walked in, the bruise still clear on his face where Barcos had hit him.

“Was that necessary,” the man said, rubbing his sore jaw.

“You left me to rot for ten fucking years, of course, it was necessary,” Barcos spat.

The man sat in the chair behind the desk with a sigh. “You know the reasons why and all the political bullshit that was the cause, why blame me?”

“Because, you were my commander, you were supposed to have my back.”

“Yeah, and look what my association with you got me,” he gestured around the room. “Stuck in some shit hole administrative position, watching new ships go to war while I’m forced to remain here, impotent to join them.”

“Yeah, well, you're still an ass. Now, how about you give me the information I came for and I can be on my way?”

“I don’t know what made you think I would hand over critical information like that to a former Legion member… yeah, word has already gotten around that you quit. What the hell were you thinking?” the Commander asked.

“So my brother already got to you, eh. And why would I still serve the Legion after how I was abandoned, political necessity or not. Fuck you and fuck the ruling houses!”

The commander ignored the tirade as he scribbled on a sheet of paper. “You should know, your brother has convinced the houses to demand we confiscate any vessel you came aboard.”

“Oh, what, too afraid to lock me up instead?”

The commander snorted, “as if that would work. Besides, that ship is unique and our enchanters want to study it.”

Barcos laughed, “I want to see you try and take it. The Captain is not a man to be taken lightly. You should also know, I have been training him.” That made his old Commander’s pen pause for a moment before it continued. “Think of him along the same lines as you do the Guild and you may have an idea how dangerous he can be.”

“Now you are just spouting bullcrap. We have obtained a full dossier on this Paul Fuller. He is a lone wolf that has made many enemies despite his short time within the System. He may have powerful enchantments but he is only one man, we will eventually get what we want, even if it takes starving the crew out of that ship. If you attempt to hinder or obstruct our attempts, we have been ordered to place you aboard a prison transport.”

As the commander finished his speech, he set his pen down and slide a folded piece of paper across the table.

“Now, be a good lad and wait here while I see to your friends.”

Without another word, the commander got up and left the room. Barcos surreptitiously snatched the piece of paper while scanning the room only moving his eyes. He spotted a few magical listening devices. So, the commander was under scrutiny. That made the commander's actions more understandable. Either that or the man had completely changed since the last time Barcos had seen him as he didn’t recall the commander being this reckless with his actions. You didn’t survive the Isles long by being reckless and shortsighted.

Barcos shifted his position to block any easy view of the note as he held it between his legs and read the message.

You’re a right fool for coming here, you must have known it was a trap. The Admiralty is in your brother's pocket and is watching and listening. Em’ah is on the island of Gorsh, masquerading as a merchant. I don’t know the name she is using but if you ask for week-old silicene root she should reply with the phrase, “I only carry two-week-old silicene. Would you like a stick or a bundle?” Your response should be “I only need the week-old stuff.” I know convoluted, but that’s how she likes to operate.

She is a bit on the outs with the Protectorate at the moment due to a failed mission that was beyond her control so she may be looking to jump ship, as I am assuming you want her to join this crew you are putting together.

You have limited time to get to the ship and escape. Word has already gone to the Admiral and ships are starting to make way for the port to blockade any chance of getting away.

Good luck – Also, next time I see you, I’m hitting you back and you owe me a drink for dealing with this mess.

Barcos mulled over those words as he made the paper vanish into his ring. He could easily escape this room. Their escape from the island would hinge on what the Captain had come up with in the last hour.

Barcos smirked as he stood up, knowing it was going to get very interesting very quickly. He was still wearing the suppression cuffs as two soldiers burst in and demanded he get on the ground. Barcos chuckled at that as he popped the cuffs off and rendered the two guards unconscious and immobile.

He whistled a tune as he exited the office and made his way back outside.

            

    
        Chapter 199: Hot getaway

    
    
    
    
                Khikall and I had spent the better part of an hour watching the soldiers try different attempts to get on board. Thankfully – for their sake – none of their attempts caused any damage. Although, they had worked out some strange rubberized suits and were starting to put them on to attempt boarding again.

By this time eight ships had entered the cove and were spaced evenly around to cut off any retreat. They even had a few blocking off our escape over the island and below it. Not that that would be a good idea given all the gun emplacements. They even had three triple deck airships blocking the exit to the cove as a backup.

I guess I should be impressed that they thought my little ship was this big a threat but it annoyed me more than anything.

I felt the ship jostle and I turned to see three men had jumped aboard wearing the rubber suits. I reached over and pressed a button on my console, switching the defense from electric to thermal. Khikall just watched curiously to see what I had done.

Like the cooktop to a stove, the armor plates began to heat up. Slowly at first but then they started taking on an orange glow as they got hotter. The men were hurrying to try and pry the deck hatch open before the heat melted their suits.

“Captain, look,” Khikall said, pointing to a row of buildings farther up the dock.

When I looked, I spotted a disturbance, about a dozen Legion troops were getting their asses handed to them by a lone man. That man was of course Barcos. He beat the last man senseless and ran down the dock as other soldiers fired magic and ranged weapons at him.

None of the attacks landed as Barcos ducked and dodged like he had eyes in the back of his head. The remaining soldiers on the dock scrambled to put up a fight but with the thick rubber suits, they weren’t able to hold him up for more than a few seconds.

“Ship, disable lockdown protocol Alpha-Charlie, and prep for immediate combat departure,” I stated, strapping myself in even tighter.

“Combat departure?” Khikall asked, watching and copying my actions as he brought up flight controls.

“It’ll give you a hundred and twenty percent thrust and remove any safety locks I put in place to keep us in the air. Try not to kill us and get us to the ocean as quickly as possible,” I replied.

By this time the errant soldiers had abandoned their attempts at getting in, jumping for safety toward the dock with still smoking feet. Too bad Barcos was running straight for them with a big smile on his face.

I winced as the man-made three quick movements, knocking all three men out without even slowing. He jumped onto the deck and I saw his eyes go wide as he danced from foot to foot from the heated deck. It took a lot longer to cool down than it did to heat up. I remotely opened the hatch, another upgrade I added from the initial testing of the vessel, and he sped inside.

“Find a chair and strap yourself in, this next part is going to get rough,” I said over the intercom. I didn’t wait for a reply, “Go,” I stated to Khikall.

The ship thrummed as we practically leaped out of the docking cradle. Khikall did a rising corkscrew that left my stomach feeling like I had been on the world's worse rollercoaster and we plummeted out of the sky like a dart.

“Push it faster!” I yelled as the G forces shoved me back into the seat.

All I got back was a grunt but the ship rocketed down at its maximum acceleration.

“Captain, I don’t think I can pull out of this dive at this speed.”

“Don’t pull out, go into the ocean, the ship can handle it.”

I actually didn’t know if the ship could handle an entry into the ocean at this speed but I hoped it could. Cannonballs were whizzing past us as we fell. I wished I could shunt power to sections of the shield to reinforce it but they had never been designed to do that and even an upgrade wouldn’t change that at this point. I did make a mental note to design that feature into any future overhaul though.

The cannonballs exploded as they struck the surface of the ocean ahead of us, causing waves and sprays of water. This actually helped our cause as instead of the Retribution slamming into a wall of water we were only roughly shaken about by Poseidon’s kiss.

The ship still shook violently, throwing us against our harnesses and breaking my collar bone from the impact. I grunted from the pain but quickly cast healing on me and Khikall as I checked the ship's integrity. It was holding but some of the locations had turned yellow, a sign that not everything was as it should be.

“Keep us below the surface until we’re within the rock field,” I told Khikall as I unstrapped and made my way to Barcos to see if he needed healing as well.

I found him, flopped over unconscious, in one of the flight chairs. He was lucky, the chair had only partly ripped from the wall. I unstrapped him and used Healing Touch as I moved him to another chair and strapped him back in. I doubted our erratic maneuvering was over and to prove me right, the ship jerked violently as a cannonball exploded in the ocean above.

The shield had to be turned off as it wouldn’t function for long under the water. Leaving it on would have just drained our power reserves. The same applied to the cloak. The water would just make it useless. That only left the water as a buffer and I could already feel the ship starting to rise like a bobber. It wasn't like it had ever been built to act as a submarine, and buoyancy was buoyancy.

I guess it was preferable to what could have happened. If we had sprung a leak, the ship would have taken on water until the drive systems could no longer compensate for the weight and we would have sunk to a watery grave. I was so glad that hadn’t happened.

I sighed in frustration as I hurried to the command room again. My guess is this was going to be a long day.

I want to say that my plan was a masterful stroke of genius, that we had got away scot-free, and left the Protectorate ships behind but that would be a lie.

The Retribution surfaced about halfway between the island and the rocky debris field that surrounded it. Despite Khikall’s best efforts, we were struck by multiple incoming projectiles as the ship surfaced. The ship rocked as we increased speed, pulling ahead of the smaller faster ships that were following us.

I had chosen not to return fire because I didn’t want to make an enemy of an entire country. Not that they weren’t already doing a good job of that themselves. If push came to shove I would retaliate but the shield was holding and we were getting away. The larger ships were out of position and unable to even attempt to chase us down. Which was good. If they had we would have been screwed.

Even the smaller ships were losing their advantage as we pulled ahead, making it impossible for them to fire a broadside at us while still maintaining their speed. I was glad nobody on their side had realized the usefulness of ball turrets.

The retribution plowed into the smaller rocks that floated in the debris field, shoving them aside as we pushed deeper into the cover of the rocks. The enemy ships had slowed significantly, trying to readjust their course and follow our trail. But before they could do that I told Khikall to angle us behind a larger rock and slow us down so I could engage the cloak.

The enemy ships must have realized we were up to something and tried to fire on us. It was a wasted effort on their part as their incoming fire clipped rocks and exploded, sending even more debris tumbling about and making it harder for them to follow.

As soon as we crossed behind a larger rock, I shifted the shields to the cloak. Khikall slowed the ship and changed our heading to an almost vertical one, getting us off of the same plane we had entered on.

I let out a sigh of relief as I slumped in my chair. “Well, let's not have to do that again.”

“Agreed,” I heard Khikall reply.

I looked over and finally noticed how tense the former pirate captain was.

A few minutes later, Barcos strutted into the room as if nothing had happened.

“Well, was it worth us almost getting killed or captured?” I demanded angrily.

Barcos had the gall to snort. “Captain, if I thought we were in danger of either of those possibilities, I wouldn’t have suggested we come here. And yes, I got Em’ah’s location. Before you ask about my method, I owed the man for leaving me stranded for ten years. Nothing serious would have come from it if he hadn’t been under orders to try and seize this ship.”

“Still,” I glared at the man, “don’t pull a stunt like that again unless you inform us first.”

Barcos finally looked chastised at my words. “Well, I would have if I had planned it. As soon as I spotted him, my anger and resentment bubbled up and I just acted. It shouldn’t happen again, Captain. Oh and thanks for not leaving me behind.”

I grunted in reply and got up from my chair. “Khikall, find us a place to stop and rest. Then Barcos can tell you where we need to go next. I’m going to get some food and then get some sleep.”

I saw Barcos slap Khikall on the shoulder and smile, then I had an evil idea and smiled myself. I stopped before walking out of the command room. “Oh, and Barcos,” the man turned to me, “you are not allowed any alcohol until we reach this next island as punishment.”

The look on his face was almost worth the entire hassle of this trip and I smiled as I walked out while he tried to cajole me into easing up on his punishment. I just ignored him and told the ship to lock down the alcohol supply cabinet.

***

Other than Barcos’s never-ending complaints about being denied alcohol, the trip to the next island was mercifully quiet. That was really the only good thing about it.

The island was huge and sported three large ports and four other cities. It wasn’t the capital but it was among some of the larger floating islands in the Isle of Mist. This posed a few issues. First off, Barcos had no clue which city this Em’ah was in, only that she was acting as a merchant. Which meant we needed to search every merchant in every city until we came across her. The next issue was monetary. While I had a decent amount of money, if I had to keep the Retribution docked for any length of time, that money would be burned through quickly.

Luckily the second issue had a simple solution. I had Khikall fly us over the island and find an out-of-the-way spot. He was surprised to learn the ship had its own landing struts. I was surprised to learn that their ships didn’t and almost always required a landing harness. Advantage Retribution. Then came my next little surprise as I engaged the illusion generator.

“Alright, the ship should be safe here. As much as I hate to do this, I think when we get to a town, we need to split up to search as quickly as possible. I don’t want to spend three months on this island looking for one possible crew member. So every day we will meet up after, at a designated spot. Sound good?”

Khikall nodded, while Barcos was licking his lips in anticipation of finally being able to drink again. I sighed, “let's get this done so we can get back to hunting pirates.”

            

    
        Chapter 200: Em’ah

    
    
    
    
                We entered the first port town without anyone batting an eye. Apparently, it wasn’t all that strange to see two humans and a Jerboa walking about together.

At first glance I estimated the city to be about the size of Saint June. And while that held true for the size it wasn’t even comparable when it came to the sheer density of people.

The city was crowded, making it difficult to even move through the streets with the press of bodies moving one way and the other. I mentally thanked my high stats as the three of us pushed through the crowd to get to the market.

We had other locations to search but the market here was the first stop.

The market was full of covered stalls and the noise of merchants trying to draw in customers. Surprisingly, it was laid out in a neat grid pattern as opposed to most of the city’s wandering paths. The atmosphere was reminiscent of the Bazaars but more crowded. While the Bazaars were massive in scope, they were so large that overcrowding wasn’t much of an issue.

I was confused as to why they packed this city into such a tight space instead of letting it grow outward. It wasn’t like this island lacked real estate.

But then again there could be all sorts of nasty monsters outside the walls. Or maybe creatures that lived in the mist and only came out when the mist was around. I would have to ask Barcos or Khikall about it later.

The three of us split up almost immediately upon getting to the market entrance. We went from merchant to merchant asking for week-old silicene root.

I felt like a complete idiot asking about it and I got my fair share of dirty glares and uncomprehending looks.

This went on for two weeks in the first town due to the sheer press of people we had to push through to get to our next merchant and all that effort was wasted as we did not find the woman.

So unless you wanted a lifetime supply of week-old silicene root, that I had been suckered into buying by one particularly persistent merchant, we came up empty. I blamed my purchase on the man having a skill. As for the root, it was apparently good for marital issues. Although, I would have preferred a small blue pill to the pungent wet-dog-odor of the hairy root. I didn’t bother telling the others as I stashed it away…just in case.

I was glad to be done with this location and hoped the next town was a bit less crowded.

It turned out to be a small rural town, surrounded by gently rolling hills and small farms. Each farm was surrounded by low walls and reminded me of the European towns from old war movies.

It was a nice town, idyllic even, but the people were not very welcoming. Or maybe they were just distrustful of outsiders. It wasn’t like pirates couldn’t raid interior settlements. Airships made attacking them just as easy as attacking a coastal port. The only risk, being caught by a patrol and having fewer options to escape.

Heck, if I were these people, I would be suspicious as well. Who goes to some out-of-the-way farming village looking for a merchant to buy a specific item from. We didn’t have to stick around long though. There were only two merchants within the village and they both had permanent stores. I was glad for that as I was sick of getting the stink eye from everyone we passed.

Neither of them turned out to be this elusive Em’ah so we scratched the second town off our list and headed onto the third one.

This one was slightly larger than the last village but lacked the surrounding farmland. Instead, it was situated around a quite frankly enormous inland lake. Making freshwater fishing their main commodity.

They also seemed to grow a type of lakeweed that had properties similar to tobacco, only stronger and with a slight bit of magic to it. Barcos seemed to light up at that news and purchased a supply of the dried weed and a pipe.

“You’re not smoking that shit inside the ship,” I said bluntly.

“What, why not?” he moaned.

“Because it’ll stink up the entire ship. Smoke it on the top deck if you want, but I’ll toss your entire supply overboard and you along with it if I catch you smoking it inside.”

He grumbled but agreed not to smoke it inside the ship. I took that as a small win since the chance of me being able to follow through with my threat was small to non-existent.

This town was also a bust, they sold fish and the weed and not much else. Everything else they had, came in via caravan from other cities.

I groaned at hearing this. It meant we may have to track down these caravans if we couldn’t find our target in one of the cities.

The other two small interior towns were a bust as well. Both were farming settlements, mainly raising livestock.

It had been over a month since we started our search and I was getting increasingly annoyed at how hard it was to locate one stupid person.

The next port we visited had steep natural cliffs protecting the inland side that formed a V shape as they extended out to the edge of the island.

Walls had been erected at the top opening of these cliffs, making the city below impossible to assault from inland without major expenditure. The walls were dotted with large circular towers evenly spaced along the length. I could see cannons poking over the sides of these towers and occasionally I could see people walking along the tops as they patrolled.

“What's with the security,” I muttered.

“There’s a naval base in the city,” Barcos replied after overhearing my muttering. “Pirates love to attack naval bases, usually to try and steal another ship.”

“Why not just make it separate from a regular town then?” I asked, but I suspected I already knew the answer and was proven right.

“It gives the crew a place to unwind after a long time aboard ship. Otherwise, they would just mutiny, and more than one pirate was once a former Legionary.”

I grunted in reply. I could understand the appeal. No more following idiotic rules to please some bureaucrat halfwit halfway around the world. Just freedom and the chance to make a shit ton of money. Although, that meant treason, seizing the ship through mutiny if you weren’t the captain, and sentencing the loyal crew to death. But I suppose if you were willing to turn pirate in the first place, those things weren’t much of a hindrance to you.

***

It was the third day in this port and I was going over my rote opener to merchants when I finally got the desired reply.

I stopped and gaped for a moment before I remembered the counter-reply.

The Fox-Kin woman stared at me for a moment before grunting. “Well, follow me.”

I was so elated at finally finding this damn woman that I didn’t question following her into a dark alley.

As soon as we were out of sight of the street, she turned on me. In a blur of movement that would have astounded me if I hadn’t been training with Barcos, she changed.

Her actions still caught me off guard though as I had been expecting her to be friendly with someone that answered her stupid code phrase. Before I could act, her appendages turned into thick whips and wrapped around my arms, securing them with more strength than I thought possible.

I also learned something important that day. If someone or something was blocking where my armor normally went, I couldn’t make it appear over my body. There was a large clang as my entire chest piece rattle onto the ground.

The woman, who I assumed was Em’ah froze as she glanced at the armor.

“That’s not Legion standard. Who are you and who sent you?”

I didn’t want to negotiate with her while being pinned but it seemed she was using another ability to suppress mine. It made sense, given her profession. I struggled but was unable to break free from her grip.

“I don’t work for anyone. I was looking for another crew member. Barcos and Khikall recommended you.”

She shoved me against the wall, eliciting a grunt from me. “Sounds like bullshit to me. Last I heard Khikall was dead and Barcos was trapped on Hylatty. So the next words that come out of your mouth better be the truth or I’m not going to play nice,” she hissed.

There was a throaty chuckle from deeper in the alley as Barcos stepped out of the shadows. “If he wasn’t telling the truth, you’d already been dead, Em’ah,” an easy smile on the man's face but his hand resting lightly on the only dagger he wore openly.

She didn’t take her eye off me but her head sort of split and part of it rotated to look at Barcos sort of how a snail can move its eyes independently.

“Bah,” she spat, finally releasing me and taking yet another form. This time of a slightly older human woman. “They finally let your drunk ass off Hylatty?”

Barcos grumbled under his breath, “I only drank because there was nothing else to do.”

She laughed, “Serves you right for going off the deep end. Now, what's this nonsense about joining a crew. I was kind of in the middle of something here and it's all tits up now thanks to your friend here.”

I was rubbing the sore spots on my arm as I retrieved my armor. Barcos was explaining our goal and why we needed her while I did the tedious job of reattaching my armor.

It could only go onto my body the way it came off or so I had thought. I guess if it was blocked and I still summoned the armor it had to go somewhere but that meant I had to manually put it back on before storing it again. I finished putting it on and restoring it into my ring as Barcos finished explaining.

“So that’s the gist of it, hunting pirates.”

“And you didn’t stop to think that what I was doing was important?” she glared at Barcos who had the decency to look sheepish. “Well, you're right, this job fucking sucks, lets get the hell out of here.”

“…Um, ok. What were you doing here anyway?” Barcos asked as we trailed behind the woman.

I took the opportunity to Identify her and shouldn’t have been surprised at what I found.

Julia | Seamstress | Level 14

She wouldn’t have made much of a spy if she couldn’t hide her identity. I saw her turn to look at me after I used Identify. So she had some way to tell I was using a skill to Identify her even with my upgrade, good to know.

I didn’t know where she was leading us to as she didn’t know where we agreed to meet but after only a few minutes, we unerringly found Khikall.

“You knew we were here, didn’t you?” I asked.

She snorted. “Hard not to when you three blundered about like a herd of Braci. Not a lick of common sense or stealth amongst the lot of you. Three idiots bumbling about the island asking the same inane question to every merchant. Rumors fly faster than an airship.”

“Who needs stealth when you can overwhelm your opponent with skill,” Barcos argued.

The three bickered back and forth as we left town, leaving me feeling a bit left out since I didn’t know the woman or have much knowledge of what they had gone through.

“So, what's your deal, Captain? Can’t say I see what these two fools are so enamored about.”

I was surprised to be pulled from my thoughts by her question so I answered as eloquently as possible. “Huh?”

I saw her roll her eyes at me. “Why are you doing this? I understand why these two numbskulls are,” She stated, jerking her thumb towards Barcos and Khikall.”

Both complained about her statement, with Barcos being more vocal about it than Khikall who only gave a half-hearted angry chitter. Em’ah seemed unimpressed by their anger and continued to look at me, waiting for my answer.

“You want to know why I’m here in the isles or here for you?”

“Let's start with why you came here for me.”

I shrugged, “I don’t know anyone around here and Barcos and Khikall recommended you.”

“So you just take them at their word, awfully trusting aren’t you?”

“No, I have ways to deal with you if I had to.”

She chuckled, “didn’t look that way to me.”

Her attitude and abrasiveness were beginning to piss me off. Since we were far enough outside of town I decided to show her a small demonstration. This time surprising her.

My armor and weapon appeared and before she could react, I hit her with three back-to-back Stunning Gusts. It was overkill as the second one delivered the stun effect I was looking for but better safe than sorry. The damage was minimal because I just tapped her with the end of my staff but I think I got her attention.

I stood there, ready for a fight as she lay on the ground.

“Well… I can see you aren’t as useless as I thought.”

Our little display got chuckles out of Barcos and Khikall who had watched the whole thing go down without stepping in.

“I permit a lot of leniency among my crew but second-guessing my capabilities isn’t one I’m willing to put up with lightly. You may have skills that surprised me and are good for keeping you alive in certain situations but I doubt you are a front-line fighter like me. Is this little arrangement going to be a problem for you? If it is, you might as well walk away right now.”

I waited for her response.

She smiled. “No, not a problem, Captain, I just needed to make sure I wasn’t signing up with some spineless idiot. Not that I thought you were, considering you have these two as crew members but it's always better to get a measure of someone yourself. So, Captain, what is my role amongst this crew?”

While I was still angry with her, I had to admit she played me rather well to get me to explode. I thought about her question and already had an idea of how to fit her in based on her skills.

“You will have two main roles. Backup for Barcos and me while we board enemy ships and help to sniff out our next target while we are in ports. It would also be nice to know if people are after us given our chosen profession.”

“So more of the same really. I guess it beats waiting around for months to uncover some made-up BS about a military coup. I’m in as long as everything is on the level. If you start turning pirate, I’m out.”

I nodded, giving her a hand to help her up, “let's go, we have pirates to catch.”

“On that note, I have just the one in mind. The information came through a day ago about a courier ship being taken out. I can provide the location of the incident and it shouldn’t be hard to find the pirate from there.”

“Why hasn’t the Legion gone after them?”

She shrugged, “somebody probably greased the right hands to keep them off their tail for a week. By then the trail wouldn’t be possible to follow.”

“Trail?” I asked in confusion.

She glared at Barcos and Khikall, “have you two not taught him anything?”

“It never came up,” Khikall replied.

Em’ah sighed as she rubbed her temples.

Did Ilixian’s get headaches or was she just good at mimicking human ticks?

“Ships leave detectable trails in the mana-rich air.”

“Wait, is this why we had to hide from that flotilla?” I asked Khikall, omitting the part about the ship having the ability to cloak.

He nodded.

“Anyway,” Em’ah continued, “these trails are weak at the best of times. And they quickly fade over time. Luckily the mist just went out so the trail should be fairly easy to follow as long as we’re quick about it.”

“Fine, and how are we supposed to see these trails?”

“A passive Mana Sight skill will allow you to see them. But it only works for very recent trails. You need an active skill to spot them if they are older.”

“And you have this skill?” I asked as our walk had turned into a fast jog.

“Yes, but those two idiots should have the passive version at least.”

“Hey,” Barcos complained, “I just joined the crew, I didn’t know the Captain didn’t have Mana Sight.”

“It wouldn’t make a difference if he did, the skill is blocked by his hull,” Khikall added.

“Ok, let's figure this issue out when we return to the ship,” I stated, deciding to end this discussion until later.

            

    
        Chapter 201: New prey

    
    
    
    
                With Em’ah’s directions, Khikall was quickly able to get us to the location where the Courier was last spotted. It wasn’t where they were attacked but that was fine as we knew where they had been heading.

Khikall had been right though, my runes or the hull blocked Em’ah’s skill so she was forced to remain on the top deck as we searched for our target, using a radio to communicate. I wanted to just build the functionality into the viewer but I didn’t understand the skill well enough to guess at how it worked. I certainly hadn’t come across any items that allowed you to see traces of disturbed mana. I would have to think on it some more or grab the passive skill myself to learn more. For the time being, this would have to do.

The radio crackled as Em’ah reported in. Despite our rocky start, she quickly took to her role without a complaint. “I spotted the trail to the port side, turn twenty and we should have a straight shot.”

I didn’t understand half of what she just said but Khikall must have as the ship swung slightly to the left of its previous heading.

Khikall followed her directions for an entire day until we finally spotted a small dot on the horizon. Our speed was a major advantage, otherwise trying to catch this ship would have been useless.

Khikall was the first to notice it. “Ship spotted, Captain,” pointing almost directly ahead of our current heading.

I zoomed in and sure enough, it was a ship, moving away from us. “Em’ah time to get below, we have our target.”

She radioed back that she was coming inside and I engaged our stealth. That was the major disadvantage to requiring her to be outside the ship, stealth couldn’t be engaged. There was a chance an enemy ship would spot us but we had to risk it. I also learned another sobering fact from Em’ah. Apparently, the Retribution left a large, easy-to-follow trail in our wake.

She said it resembled a ship four times its size and was confused as to why that would be. I had a good idea why that was happening but I kept the information to myself. She didn’t need to know that my ship could recharge itself by absorbing ambient mana, for all she knew I charged it while I sat in my chair. Which was easy to believe since that’s what I told everyone and it was technically true since I kept an open charging path in each console for emergency use.

“How long until we catch up?” I asked Khikall.

“Couple hours if we maintain this speed. May want to go wake Barcos up.”

I sighed at that. Barcos had indulged himself to excess again after having been restricted from alcohol for so long. He was currently sleeping it off and the longer I gave him the less of a headache he would get when I Cleansed it from his system. “I’ll wait until we’re closer,” I replied as Em’ah entered the command room.

Her exposure to the eighty-mile-per-hour winds for almost a full day hadn’t seemed to affect her at all. Then again she could just reform her current form to make any signs of fatigue vanish. She could even manipulate her clothing and I suddenly get the uneasy feeling that she was always naked.

Not that I thought of her that way, it just brought up bad memories of another woman that always went around naked near me. I shook off the memories and focused on our quarry.

“Any idea who we’re chasing?” I asked the two.

“I don’t recognize the ship configuration, Captain. It looks like a bastardized hybrid of a Jerboa steamship and a dirigible vessel. But I can also see feathered oars, so it could be one of the few Dormian pirates.”

From what I understood, Dormians – the bird-like species around the Isles – didn’t much like conflict. But there was always an exception to the rule and some had gone full sociopath and embraced the bloodshed that life as a pirate offered. And apparently, they were quite feared for several reasons.

The first was their ability to fly. An entire crew of Dormians could assault another ship without them having to get within weapons range. They were essentially aircraft carriers. They also tended to go the mage route, making them dangerous at a distance, even if you did surprise them. So they could shoot at you from range, land an overwhelming number of fighters aboard your vessel and almost always outrun a ship thanks to their faster vessels.

Going by Khikall’s description, I had to assume that the target we were approaching was modified to be as fast as possible.

“You sure you wanna take on this ship if it turns out to be Dormian pirates?” Em’ah inquired.

“It won’t be easy but I think we can handle it. I’ll go wake Barcos and tell him what’s coming.”

I returned to the command room a few minutes later, having woken Barcos. The man was in the galley sucking down water for his headache.

I knew the best way to deal with pirates was to surprise them but as soon as I sat down, Khikall spoke up.

“Incoming flyers.”

Sure enough, when I looked up, I saw what appeared to be tiny specks separate from the ship. They must have spotted us trailing them. I cursed and dropped the cloak, engaging the shield.

“Khikall, get us within attack range of that ship, I'll try to keep the flyers off of us. Em’ah, it's up to you and Barcos to keep our deck clear until we close into attack range.”

“Wait, what!” she shouted. “This isn’t what I agreed to.”

“Don’t worry, I doubt you will have to do much with Barcos there.”

Speaking of, Barcos entered the command room just in time to hear my orders. He laughed and grabbed the angry woman, dragging her behind him. “Come on, you’ll be fine, it’ll be like old times,” I heard him say as they walked out.

I would have gone as well, but someone needed to man the weapons. Our targets were small and normal mana cannons would be useless in this situation due to their drop-off. But my mana lasers were a straight beam of energy that traveled faster than a bullet. I would like to see them dodge the incoming fire from those.

It didn’t take long for the dots to close and resolve into twenty individuals.

“Hmm,” I heard Khikall say, “that’s a significant number and they don’t look like slaves.”

I had to agree, it made this more likely to be a veteran pirate. I also spotted the enemy ship turning to engage us. Their ship was quick. The large feathered paddles were propelling it along as guns started to stick out from the side facing us.

They weren’t coming right at us though, but more an oblique angle, forcing us to turn to keep approaching, which would slow us down, or allow them to remain at the outer edge of their combat envelope. Which was smart if they assumed we had normal cannons. Once they realized we only had the mana cannons, they would close in, just outside our effective range, and pummel the Retribution from a distance. Or at least, that’s what I would do given the situation.

With that in mind, I waited to use the lasers, drawing the flying pirates in closer. This was easy to do since most personal spells or abilities had limited range. Still, energized arrows and bolts of magic soon began to appear from the enemy.

Most miscalculated and missed us as we were faster than normal ships. They adjusted quickly though. I decided to wait no longer, returning fire. Unfortunately, all of the enemies were above the firing angle of my bottom guns. That left me with only one laser turret. I switched it to single fire mode, allowing me to fire each laser in the cluster separately.

The first target was a mage and he was caught completely unaware as the beam tore through his shoulder, separating his arm from his torso. He corkscrewed out of the air while flailing about. I didn’t spare any time for him though as I rotated the turret and fired again. But the enemy hadn’t been idle, as some dove below the ship, others started moving erratically to keep me from targeting them.

I deployed the underside lasers and started firing those as well. Without time to switch them to single-shot mode, a hit would likely vaporize anyone struck by a beam and two lucky pirates got to experience just that. I even spared another shot to the first target I hit as he must have recovered with a health potion. Too bad he lost all his speed and momentum as the beam tore through his head.

The ship started to rock as more and more attacks started to land. But the shield was up to the task of holding off a few attacks. It wasn't until the enemy ship got in range that I started to worry.

A full broadside from four full decks of cannons struck our shield, making the Retribution jolt wildly about and throwing off my aim. One of my beams crossed over a target but it only caused severe burns as the beam didn’t have time to remain on target long enough to inflict deadly damage.

“Fuck, get us closer to that ship, we need to disable it or it’s going to tear us apart!” I shouted.

I knew Khikall was doing his best to evade fire but the enemy gunners must be highly trained or have some sort of skill because not a single shot missed on that first salvo. The shield had dropped to seventy percent and was recovering but we would be lucky to take five more volleys before the shield collapsed.

I felt the tiny thuds as the pirates passed through the shield and landed on the deck. I saw the glitter of tossed bags similar to the ones the Legion used to try and board. It effectively rendered a small section of shield permeable while they flew through. I had thought about weaponizing the powder but the cost would be astronomical considering it was made from crushed mana hearts and the effect was short-lived, the shield snapping back into place as soon as the dust passed through.

I wasn’t too worried about the boarders, already two of them were lying on the deck with daggers sticking out of their neck as Barcos carved a bloody path through them. Em’ah was holding her own as well, tricking pirates by taking the form of other pirates to get in close. I could see it wasn’t always effective but she had two kills herself. She had no weapons but she was able to turn her appendages into deadly spikes of bone that she expertly aimed at vulnerable areas.

I returned my attention to the weapons as Khikall shouted we were within range.

I fired just as the enemy fired. Both of our ships jerked from the impacts but unlike the retributions shield, the enemy shield did not hold up to the massed fire. Three of my beams cut through the enemy ship and out the other side. Nothing exploded though, so the attacks weren’t very effective, except for maybe killing a few enemy crew.

The pummeling went back and forth as the enemy realized they were on the losing end of this exchange. They tried to pull out of our range but the Retribution was able to keep pace without using the afterburners. Barcos and Em’ah had taken out the boarders, ten in all had landed on the deck. The rest either tried to flee back to their ship, died in the initial assault, or fled toward the horizon.

I ignored those as we pursued the enemy vessel. Wanting to try a different tack, I blew apart their magical oars, dropping their speed considerably. Then I unbuckled and headed to join Barcos and Em’ah. “Keep the ship in their blind spot, we’re gonna pay them a personal visit. Shoot down anything that comes our way.”

Khikall nodded as I exited the room.

            

    
        Chapter 202: Cutthroat

    
    
    
    
                I exited the interior of the ship to see Barcos and Em’ah both waiting. Barcos with a bored expression but I saw a slight smirk on his face, he was enjoying this. Then there was Em’ah, she was pissed, probably because I forced her to fight right after joining the crew but I tended toward trials by fire and she survived. It also gave me a good idea of her fighting style in case I ever needed to deal with her.

“We’re going to board the enemy ship, either of you have a way to fly over there?”

Em’ah harrumphed as she sprouted a pair of bat-like wings under her arms. I realized they were an imitation of the Dormian wings.

Barcos just chuckled, “see you slowpokes over there,” then he vanished like smoke in the wind.

When I looked at the enemy ship, I saw the idiot sitting and waving as he kicked his feet off the rear of their ship. I just shook my head and cast my Wings of the Falcon along with Blink Step. It allowed me to zip past the still irate Em’ah who hadn’t bothered to wait.

As I closed on the vessel, the deck became a beehive of activity as pirates boiled out from below the deck. Some tried to fire magic at me, not realizing they already had an enemy in their midst. Barcos lazily picked off the remaining ranged fighters, making the approach a breeze. Somehow I didn’t expect that to last.

I was right. As I landed on the deck, the fighting began immediately. I only had a moment to glance at Barcos and notice he hadn’t bothered to get off his perch and join me.

I growled in annoyance as I ripped through fighter after fighter, healing the damage I took. The pirates weren’t dumb, they were trying to either force me into a corner, where my staff would be less effective or right off the edge of the boat, not like that would help them much. I would just recast my wings and wade in again.

My staff was a blur as I fought back against the press of bodies, smacking blade after blade away as I punched, kicked, headbutted, or simply blasted my attackers with magic.

The fight wasn’t my normal melee brawl where I had time to cast a fancy spell or come up with a unique way of dealing with my opponents. No, this was a marathon of violence as blood and broken bodies littered the deck. I knew Em’ah was somewhere aboard as well but she had changed her disguise as I couldn’t spot her amongst the press of bodies.

I used everything I learned in my duels with Barcos but even that wasn’t enough as I was slowly pushed on the defensive. An enemy blade slipped through the defense of my staff, slicing a deep gash in my abdomen. Pain exploded through my body as whatever enchantment it was imbued with ripped through my body, making me tense up enough to take another blow.

I screamed, unleashing Banshee’s Wail. It was super effective!

Have you ever seen eardrums explode? Not simply rupture but explode, violently outward. Yeah, it's not a pretty sight. An entire swath of pirates dropped their weapons and clutched their ears while screaming.

The distraction gave me enough time to cast an Overcharged Frostwave on another chunk of pirates. From there the battle turned in my favor as I ruthlessly smashed through the remaining uninjured pirates with a twisted grin on my face. I almost wished I had made the faceplate of my helmet transparent so they could see the joy I was taking in cutting them down.

Already all of my wounds were healed, the status effect removed with Cleanse, and my body was on fire as my bones absorbed the collected reservoir of energy from the cumulative damage I had taken during the fight.

When it was just me and three other pirates, they broke. One tried to dive off the side, I hit him with an Energy Lance, blasting him across the deck. Another I hit with my new spell Tempest Ball. Turns out if you have a high enough Intelligence, the ball becomes a massive globe of water that can encompass an entire person. The Dormian struggled futilely as the currents of the spell continued to drag him back inside until he eventually ran out of breath and drowned.

I was about to finish the last one off when a dagger appeared in his throat. I heard Barcos drop down to the deck from behind me and clap. I glared at him.

“You could have helped!”

“I did, see,” he said, pointing to the man choking and trying to wrench the bloody dagger out. “Besides, you looked like you were having too much fun, I didn’t want to spoil that for you.”

I grunted in annoyance as I walked over to the last man and kicked him hard under the chin, snapping his head back and breaking his neck.

Em’ah took that moment to walk from below deck, holding a bloody ear. “Got the Captain, so what do you wanna do with the ship?”

I couldn’t even be annoyed with her for being absent during the fight since she was doing what she was hired to do, sneak in and be the silent blade when we couldn’t. As for her question, I hadn’t really thought about it. I just wanted to let loose. I certainly didn’t need another ship, especially one as roughed up as this one had gotten during our fight but then again, I’m sure I could sell it.

“Barcos, can you teleport back and tell Khikall and tell him to bring the Retribution around to the bow, were going to tow our prize to the nearest port.”

That seemed to get smiles out of these two, I’m sure once Khikall heard, he would be smiling as well.

***

Towing the ship turned out to be a bit of a challenge but we figured it out. Someone did need to remain aboard to steer the new vessel though. I decided Barcos could do it since he pissed me off. Mostly it meant he had no access to the extensive alcohol collection aboard my ship, not that I thought the pirates didn’t have their own supply but let him drink that up first.

It was a bit nerve-wracking, towing the ship as neither could deploy shields during the journey. We could separate the ships in a moment if needed though. Thankfully, we never had to test that, not that we didn’t see a few ships on the horizon but apparently, two ships together were enough to keep any pirates looking for a quick score away.

I doubt they could even tell the ships were tied together as none ventured even close. We did get some odd looks as we coasted into the port, where we finally separated the slow and damaged vessel so it could dock and we took an adjacent dock.

Turns out selling a ship, especially a souped-up – even though it was significantly damaged – pirate ship was quite easy. It sold for over two hundred thousand credits and the loot we found aboard sold for another eighty thousand. Then there was the bounties, yup, more than one apparently. All-in-all a good haul, not that I cared about the money, I had spent over four times that amount to build the Retribution. But it was enough to restore any costs I had incurred since I arrived in the Isles of Mist and that was with my quarter split.

Seeing as we were all pretty flush with money, I let the others take a few days to rest and relax, or party it up. They certainly earned it.

I did take the time to look at my stats and the few skills I had managed to swipe during my orgy of violence.

There had been a number of magical weapons among the pirates. I let the others take their pick, the rest went into the armory aboard ship since I didn’t need the money.
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Strength: 20(+2) modifier x22

Endurance: 20 modifier x40

Agility: 20(+2) modifier x22

Perception: 18 modifier x22

Intelligence: 25 modifier x40

Wisdom: 16 modifier x22

Charisma: 11 modifier x22

Luck: 16 modifier x22

HP: 800(880)

Stamina: 400(440)

Stamina Regen(M): 880

Mana: 1000

Mana Regen(M): 352

My second class had now hit nineteen. I fully expected by the end of my pirate hunting, that it would hit twenty. No clue what that would entail, I didn’t think a third class was an option, and if someone like Barcos hadn’t gone down that route, it seemed unlikely. Really I was just looking forward to taking Strength, Endurance, and Agility to the second tier.

Maw of the Void was nice for a variety of skills but very few of those skills were ever all that impressive. I still liked the class though, it had some of my more colorful skills.

Speaking of skills, I looked at what I got from the rabble.

Blind Strike

Cursed Wound

Solid Footing

Cripling Slash

None of them were very impressive. Blind Strike allowed me to hit my target even if I couldn’t see them. Which given my ability to heal and my reflexes, was pretty pointless. Cursed Wound was ok except it required the curse to come from a source. Since I had nothing that generated curses, it was rather useless for me. Solid Footing was just a crutch for someone with low agility, seriously it only gave an increased chance to not slip or fall in adverse conditions. Lame. Cripling Slash was also useless for me since the, you know, no slashing weapons. It would probably work with my blade staff but I rarely used that. Certainly not enough to make holding onto a skill for a single weapon worthwhile.

I chucked all four to Void Lottery to see what I got.

Day Lily: Causes a flower to bloom. The day lily banishes all darkness in a 10m circle. Requires soil and water. Permanent. Cost 10 mana, cooldown 15 sec

Horn of Mechicat: Summons a horn. If you blow on the horn Mechicat will hear your call. If your faith is pure he will send a guardian to assist you. Cost 75 mana, cooldown 1 hour

I sighed. While Day Lily was useful it wasn’t all that great. Maybe if I got bored I could make a trail of the flowers. As for the horn, yeah that sounded like faith-based magic and I wasn’t touching that.

I tried to get rid of it along with that stupid Glob spell but I was unable to select Glob for Void Lottery or cast it to the void using Reclaim. I didn’t like that. I didn’t know what it might mean but it probably wasn’t anything good.

For now, all I could do was ignore the issue and move on to other things. My newest runic invention was almost complete. And seeing as we were docked for the next few days, I might even have time to install it.

The effect of the device wasn’t unique, I had built a similar device to help protect Saint June. The drainer was a bit more challenging to weaponize than I had first realized. The hardest part was constraining the effect and amplifying it to be more of a focused beam. This turned out to be a material issue instead of a runic one. I also couldn’t focus it as tightly as I wished.

What I was left with was what looked like a silver traffic cone attached to a fat stick. Said fat stick was covered in a complex array of runes. The entire cone had to be made from mithril and coated in runes to protect the surface from the rampant energy of the device. I could have used a cubic design instead of the stick, to make my life easier, but I wanted to be able to swap the device into my current weapon pods without having to modify anything.

I decided that the top forward-mounted mana cannons on the Retribution were going to be replaced by the null beam. Yeah, null beam was a much cooler-sounding name than drainer. It was also much closer to the weapon's actual function. Concentrating the entire focus of the draining function into a cone massively increased the effect it had. It would now wipe out most magic with a single burst.

This would normally be an issue since that much power rushing into a mana heart at once would easily overwhelm even the large core my ship used. I didn’t think it was enough to make the core explode but it may crack it or damage other sensitive components. So I had to figure out what to do with the extra power the device drew in. Well, why not power another weapon?

Above the cone sat what looked like a much larger mana cannon. And it was. Except that this mana cannon only drew energy from the cone instead of having its own internal mana heart capacitor.

I hadn’t been able to test it out yet, but I knew a few things would differ with this weapon, compared to a normal mana cannon. The energy released would be much stronger but it also wouldn’t be all in one concentrated burst. More like a mana flame thrower, still devastating but not in the same explosive way.

It's probably good that it didn’t act the same way as a mana cannon, I hadn’t ever been able to get my runic mana cannons to output at the same level as the enchanted ones so I doubted the weapon would remain intact if I had managed to compress all that energy into one ball of energy.

I finished assembling the device and checked it over one more time before nodding. It was time to install it.

            

    
        Chapter 203: The hunters

    
    
    
    
                Ulq and Xiph stepped out of the portal of the Bazaar. Xiph’s tentacles twitched in distaste at the thin environment before he reached out to his partner mentally. [Do you have a trail?]

This wasn’t the first time asking this question, nor the first Bazaar on this strange world they had exited from. But the priests had assured them this was the correct world and so they came. The cost to hop from Bazaar to Bazaar was expensive but there was no other way to start locating what they were sent to find.

He waited while Ulq twisted his tentacles in the air, using whatever skill he had that allowed him to find their target. Xiph remained alert though, watching the less than friendly emotions rolling off the locals as they passed by. He assumed they were giving the two of them dirty looks but he wasn’t well versed in alien physiology.

[Trail. Close.] Ulq sent back with his limited telepathic ability.

Xiph scanned his companion's thoughts to locate the next destination. He would have done this all the time but it was easier to get images than it was to access thoughts. Once he got a clear image from Ulq’s surface thoughts, he opened a rift and teleported the two of them past the enchantments and into a small room with two individuals.

***

Lord Vik’t was busy discussing the ongoing stalemate with Saint June and how they had surprised them with their damnable smaller ships, essentially neutralizing his advantage of airship power before it even got off the ground.

“Do we have any idea how many ships they possess?” he asked Ashlam.

“So far we have spotted five. On their own, they aren’t much of a threat but they are more nimble than our ships and they have those modified mana cannons.”

Lord Vik’t muttered a curse and was thinking about ways around the issue when two alien visitors popped into existence behind Ashlam.

He was so surprised by their appearance that he hesitated a moment, nobody should be able to simply teleport past his wards. Thankfully Ashlam was a seasoned fighter and didn’t hesitate after seeing his expression. The man blurred into action almost immediately.

[Be still and silent!]

The mental command seemed to roll through the room from the floating cephalopod-like beings, making everyone freeze.

The command was all-encompassing making it so Lord Vik’t couldn’t even breathe, he couldn’t move, even his awareness of what was going on around him had become fuzzy. For the first time in many many years, Lord Vik’t was terrified.

***

Ulq and Xiph floated through the frozen room. Ulq used his tentacles to touch and feel the lifeforms within the room, looking for clues while Xiph restrained the beings with little effort on his half. They were weak, less than half his level so there was no surprise there.

[Nothing] Ulq sent telepathically, moving on to the second smaller creature behind the weapon-wielding one.

He repeated the process, probing the creature's timeline for any clues. [Interaction. Faint. Prior.]

Xiph responded with a telepathic nod and the two vanished, moving on to the next link in the chain.

***

By the time the skill wore off, Lord Vik’t was blue in the face. He collapsed to the ground, sucking in deep lung fulls of air. He imagined the experience was much like drowning and he never wanted to have to go through it ever again. Never had he been placed in such a vulnerable position. As his senses returned he got shakily to his feet. He noticed Ashlam was either unconscious or dead as the man lay sprawled out on the ground with his sword scattered to the corner of the room after it fell from his lifeless hand.

Lord Vik’t activated his emergency enchantment and a host of guards rushed into the room shortly after to try and see what the issue was.

“We were attacked, gather the guards and activate all the wards in case they return. If I find out anyone was shirking their duties during this time I will personally punish them, am I clear?” The guards nodded, “ Good, get to it and check to see if Ashlam is alive or not.”

Ashlam did survive, although, it took the man a few minutes to regain consciousness. Lord Vik’t didn’t even berate him for his complete ineffectiveness in the face of an enemy, he knew a high leveled enemy when he saw it, even if his quick Identify, before getting frozen, only returned question marks. What he didn’t know was the who or why. Ashlam was able to supply the who.

“They are known as Void Hunters, My Lord. I don’t know much about them as their race is rather reclusive. All I know is to stay out of their way as they will destroy anything they need to to get at their target.”

“But why come here and attack us? Did you hear their telepathic conversation?”

“No, My Lord. I attacked and then I couldn’t move, everything else was distorted.”

Lord Vik’t could puzzle over the why of that later, for now, he told his captain everything he heard, although, it wasn’t much. He figured it was a side effect of his family's enchantments. Maybe he could market that.

“It makes no sense,” Ashlam mumbled, “We haven’t encountered anything that would put us on their radar, you especially, except…”

“Paul Fuller,” Lord Vik’t finished for him. Lord Vik’t smiled. “Well, this may end up working in our favor then. If these hunters are looking for this man, for whatever reason, it is unlikely he will enjoy it when they finally catch up to him. For now, keep up our aerial patrols but don’t engage the enemy ships. I have people looking for this Paul and have a good idea of where he might be. If we get confirmation of his death, then we can assault the city in force.”

***

Screams and confusion suffused the population of Houston. Something or someone had attacked. Nobody had died but the people were fresh off two other attacks and fear and paranoia were at a high causing mass panic.

The two beings floated through the chaos, ignoring anyone that ran away from them and only freezing the minds of those that tried to attack.

[Trail. Old. Many.] Ulq sent.

Xiph flexed his tentacles in annoyance. Most of his frustration stemmed from the single-word mental replies he got from his companion. He knew it couldn’t be helped, sending a multi-word reply telepathically was draining for a non-telepath, especially in this weak environment. He longed for the crushing depths and silence of the homeworld. But he needed to be vigilant for the mission. As a hunter, he didn’t fear reprisals from the locals. Even if they did become strong, no outsider would survive the crushing depths of Quix to even attempt it. It's why hunter teams never bothered asking for information, why bother when you could just take what you need and move on.

The two of them continued their investigation through the town, leaving a trail of stunned and frozen people behind them and at least one corpse. They eventually found another link and Ulq was stripping the beings timeline for clues. But the being behind the mind was resisting, it never ended well for those that resisted.

[Recent. Clue. Lead.] was all Xiph needed to hear. He transported them to the next location.

As soon as they left, the body of Jim Mors collapsed to the ground and lay still and quiet.

The arrival at the next location was met with surprise. Instead of arriving where Xiph had wanted to, they appeared outside a wall on an open rocky plateau. Alarms blared in the distance causing Xiph to recoil slightly at the harsh discordant wail. For a moment he mistook the sound for a predator from his homeworld. Thankfully it wasn’t a sonic attack and he quickly recovered.

Soon after the noise, beams of bright lights swept across the ground and quickly oriented on the pair. Xiph twitched a tentacle and a dome of telekinetic force sprang into being, deflecting the incoming magical attacks that followed. He wasn’t worried about them breaching his barrier, they were far weaker than anything on his homeworld.

[Trail. Multitude!] Ulq quivered in excitement.

Xiph ignored his partner's excitement and just pushed forward, ignoring the increasing volley of incoming fire as he twisted two of his appendages to form a circle in order to cast Void Lance, removing a large hole in the wall in front of them, allowing the pair to float straight through.

The defenders of the city tried to fight them off, but nothing they did could even harm the pair. They did encounter one creature but the hell beast was quickly dispatched with a hammer of telekinetic force.

Ulq dug through the minds of anyone with a scent of the target before he ran into an issue.

[Trail. Unknown. Unknown. Unknown.] his companion repeated in agitation.

Xiph sighed internally at his rookie companion's agitation. He should have asked for an experienced hunter for this mission but they were busy. Instead, he slapped Ulq with a tentacle to admonish him to keep his cool and approached one of the frozen humans, the hell beast summoner he realized, and dug through its mind. While the result wasn’t as accurate as Ulq’s Void Hunter skills, he was able to trace a path. They would pick up the trail again it was only a matter of time.

The two vanished, heading South.

***

Martin screamed in agony as his lungs returned to working order. His head felt like someone had dipped it in acid and split it open. With shaky limbs, he managed to stand. He wobbled over to check on Ska – his new Chief of the Guard – and make sure he was alright. He seemed to be fine, only unconscious. Martin let out a sigh of relief, collapsing to the ground, his energy spent.

As he lay there he could only be glad that Fiona had remained at home, he couldn’t imagine whatever skill was used to disable Ska and him would have been good for their unborn child. And she didn’t have the safety of being able to go incorporeal while she was pregnant.

His mind went to the two dark blue floating squid-like creatures that attacked. As his mind slowly cleared he got a picture of what they wanted from the memories they accessed.

He shuddered just thinking about these creatures and what they might be capable of.

After the fight with Lord Vik’t and his forces, Martin had upgraded his Identify skill to something called True Sight. That one skill bankrupted his entire finances but it was worth it. It could cut through most abilities that hid class or level information and it also didn’t have an upper limit on the level it could identify. He looked at the messages he got after using it on the two creatures and hoped Paul would be able to avoid an encounter with him because Martin knew, they were here for Paul. And with no way to contact him, as he was out of range, there would be no warning for Paul if they did show up.
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        Chapter 204: Surprise party

    
    
    
    
                I disconnected the three mana cannons from the front-mounted turret and inspected them. There were signs of damage from use. I frowned, pulling out a notebook and scribbling down my findings. I didn’t really need the notebook with my almost perfect memory but it was faster to look at a log than it was to dig through my random memories.

I would need to overhaul my mana cannon design if they were degrading this quickly. I had hoped that the titanium would have held up better but it was only a mundane metal as compared to the mithril inlay for the runes. A full refit would be in order shortly and I made a note to purchase more mithril and find a better substitute metal for the majority of the weapon.

The new null beam wouldn’t have any of those issues, being made from mostly mithril. If the cost wouldn’t have bankrupted me I would have done the same for all my weapons.

Sliding in the new weapon was a bit of a challenge. It fit it was just heavy and ungainly. I wished some of the others had remained behind to help but they needed a break and I needed a break from them.

Eventually, with enough jockeying, the weapon clicked into place. I pulled out my tablet and rotated the turret, making sure it worked properly. I did note one issue and had to limit the travel up and down on the weapon to prevent the cone from slamming into the deck plating. I also set it so the null beam or the cannon could not fire if it crossed over the ship. That would end in a really bad day for the Retribution if it did. In hindsight, I should probably do that for the rest of my weapons as well.

I switched the turret to its storage mode and it returned to a small cradle that popped out of the deck to hold it steady. The cradle didn’t exactly fit properly anymore but it was good enough for now.

I spent the next hour inspecting the top deck turrets and grimacing as I saw the deterioration. My large surplus of cash wasn’t looking so large anymore. I glanced at the sky, it was starting to get dark but maybe if I got lucky some of the merchants, that sold materials, would still be open.

I jumped off the deck and onto the dock only for a very confused man to appear at the end of the dock. If it wasn’t for his naked blade I may have mistaken this for an honest error. But he didn’t know I had the defenses of the Retribution online. That included the much-improved teleportation scrambler field I developed.

The man was quick to realize the issue as he tried to rush me, but without surprise on his side, I had time to prepare myself. My armor covered me a moment later. I would have held off on taking my staff out but a moment later another dozen or so attackers appeared at the end of the dock. So either the first attacker had jumped the gun or was inexperienced in combat. I didn’t recognize his species but it was clearly something reptilian as I saw scales.

I decided to remain where I was, using the ship's defenses to my advantage. I only wished I had engaged the full offensive option when I set the defenses. Oh well, hindsight and all that.

I dodged a wad of high-speed spit, no doubt it was probably acidic knowing my luck. Three more spitballs were launched at me before the lizard man crossed the remaining distance. He roared in a challenge and I felt a skill try to compel me into battle. Using a play from Barcos’s book, I acted like I was enraged and made to attack the man with my fist.

I saw the gleam of victory in the man's eye as his curved sword sliced through the air toward my neck. I imposed my hand in the blade's path and the evil grin on the creature’s face only grew wider as it thought it was going to slice straight through my hand.

When my hand latched onto the blade, preventing it from moving or cutting, I saw the look of confusion dawning on his face. It was a bit too late though as I rapid cast a series of spells.

Multicast and Time Shudder made it seem like it was instant. First, my staff appeared in my offhand, and with a blur, I shoved the lion's head of the weapon into my attacker's chest but before it impacted I cast an Overcharged Shockwave.

The combined attacks had an interesting effect. Almost half of the man’s torso simply exploded into ribbons of pink mist. It was enough of a display of power to make the rest of the attackers pause for a moment, but only a moment.

They were warier now but they still charged toward me, having me significantly outnumbered made up for any hesitancy on their part. I threw the remains of the corpse at the incoming attackers and followed quickly behind it. If they wanted to dance, I would be a poor host if I refused them.

I started laughing, activating Maddening Laugh as I engaged Aura of Rage for the first time in a long time. The extra stat points settled on me and I felt the weight but it wasn’t as crushing as it had been before. I smiled maniacally inside my helmet as I realized my armor was working as intended to reinforce my skeleton and body.

I twisted out of the way of a harpoon and fired an Annihilator Sphere right down the middle of the clustered enemy. The first man dove out of the path of my spell, getting knocked over by another attacker as they ran into each other but the man behind him wasn’t able to avoid the spell in time.

I purposefully aimed low and as expected the spell impacted the man's pelvis and simply made it vanish into dust. He didn’t even get a chance to scream as his body fell over dead, oh but the two idiots close to him did as the spell rendered their hips to gaping bloody holes.

With my initial attack disrupting their charge, the enemy decided to drop any pretense of stealth, and spells and skills began to fly through the air toward me.

I activated Point Defense and injected a mana potion before I activated Charge and Blink Step. That was one thing I learned during my limited hunting. Most airship pirates did not use speed burst skills like mine, because space was limited on ships and most skills like that would cause you to simply run off the edge of the ship or run into someone. Instead, most had a flight skill of some sort.

Three of the attackers took to the air, trying to pepper my defenses with ranged attacks as I crashed into an ax-wielding man. I felt the blade impact my shoulder with a crunch but I ignored the pain as I whipped my hand across his throat like a knife. The metal of my fake hand tore his throat out and wrenched his head to the side hard enough to snap his neck thanks to my empowered strength.

I activated another Time Shudder, rewinding time to avoid a beam of white light aimed at my skull. I returned the attack with an Energy Lance of my own, clipping the flying mage on the shoulder and throwing him from the air. I didn’t get a kill notice for it though.

By this time other people had noticed the commotion and I could distinctly hear bells going off in the background but I tuned them out as I snapped a devastating kick into the face of the man that avoided my Annihilator Sphere attack.

There was a crunch as his skull caved under the force of my kick but I was already turning as a blade skittered across my armor, leaving a deep groove. I snapped my staff down on that attacker's arm, while simultaneously activating Imbue on my staff. The fire exploded across the man’s clothing as he screamed and fell back but I tuned that out as well, grabbing yet another attacker's arm as his dagger stabbed into my side.

I felt the poison coursing through my body but I ignored it as I crushed the man's forearm in my grip while activating my three spell combo. Calcifying Strike, Festering Wound, and Corrupting Touch. And for good measure, I kicked him in the balls.

When I stepped back, avoiding a glaive to the neck, I cast Rejuvenate and Cleanse on myself. The minor wounds I had taken all healed up and the poison was nothing special, being purged without issue from my system.

There were only a few remaining attackers but seeing as how they were getting stomped hard, they chose that moment to flee. I could have chased after them but what was the point. I could already see the town guard going after the few survivors. I didn’t even bother finishing off the surviving injured, storing my staff as four armed guards ran down the pier towards the carnage.

And it was carnage. I looked around at all the blood, the burn marks, and the holes in the deck that I had somehow not even been aware of as I fought on and I sighed, knowing that it was going to be a hassle to explain myself out of this predicament.

Turns out it wasn’t all that hard. The two surviving pirates agreed to talk if I stopped the skills that were killing them. I shrugged and agreed, healing the deadly attacks but leaving them still injured.

The guards questioned me on what happened, and if the Retribution was my ship. I told them it was and they seemed to be aware of it and my reputation since it wasn’t every day that someone dragged a pirate ship in to sell.

I also learned that there was a bounty on my head and any of my crew from another pirate by the name of Tu’Cath. I remembered the name but I hadn’t actually encountered this pirate and was confused as to why he would have placed a bounty on me or my crew. The unaffiliated pirate survivors didn’t know either, they just wanted to collect a quick payday by taking me down, seeing as I was alone.

It's possible other nefarious people had gone after Barcos and the others but I wasn’t too worried about them. Out of all of them, Em’ah was the weakest fighter but I thought she had the best ability to extricate herself from danger if it occurred.

Eventually, the guards hauled off the two surviving captured pirates and gave me a fine for disturbing the peace. I was a bit shocked at that but there wasn’t much I could do. They also told me the dockmaster would charge me for all damages to the dock or any cleanup that needed to be done. The pricks didn’t even let me loot the bodies of the pirates I killed, claiming it as evidence. Evidence my ass, pricks would probably split it amongst themselves as a job well done.

I decided I had enough excitement for the night. After hosing the blood off the dock with Regenerating Rain, I jumped back aboard Retribution and went to bed. I would have a long day tomorrow of collecting resources and making repairs. Although, I was tempted to say fuck it and go get shit-faced with the others. But the responsibilities of being a captain made me decide that wasn’t a good idea.

When I woke up the next morning I could hear someone snoring in one of the adjacent cabins. I sighed, that was one downside of having such a small ship, there wasn’t a whole lot of privacy.

I got a quick shower in and set about cleaning the grime from my armor. The damages may have repaired themselves but it wasn’t self-cleaning. Perhaps I would add that in a future iteration but I didn’t see this armor being replaced anytime soon.

My body was sore from the exertion of the previous evening and I moved with deliberate slowness, letting my aching muscles relax. Even my bones felt tired. I knew it was a side effect of my Aura of Rage. While my body was better off than in the past, it was still a strain and I would have to use it sparingly as I slowly improved my body. I doubted it would ever fully go away but so long as it didn’t leave me crippled I was fine with that.

Khikall was the first to rise, and he looked like shit. His eyes were bloodshot and his fur was limp, I didn’t even know that was possible until I saw it. He made his way to the fridge and grabbed a juice that helped him perk up a bit.

“I see you had an interesting night,” I stated as I continued cleaning my armor.

“Ugh, I sometimes forget I am no longer as young as I once was. Speaking of exciting nights,” he said, gesturing to my bloody armor.

“Oh, yeah, apparently a pirate named Tu’Cath put a bounty on all of us.”

Khikall grunted, “Yeah, that guy’s a real prick. He used to run with some of those pirates at that hideout we destroyed, probably still does. I’m sure he heard we turned in that flag, not hard to put two and two together after that.”

“Anything we need to worry about?”

Khikall rubbed his chin in thought before shrugging. “Not any more than usual for being a pirate hunter, it was bound to happen sooner or later, part of doing business. It might even work in our favor, slip a few contacts our location and then bait a trap for the idiots that come to collect.”

I didn’t have to think too long about that. “Alright, get Em’ah to do it though, she will be more subtle about it. I need to purchase some materials from the market, the weapons need an overhaul.”

Khikall just nodded, seeming to not be too surprised by my statement. And he probably wasn’t The cannons used by pirates were pretty wasteful energy-wise, I couldn’t imagine they would hold up forever to the massive bursts of mana that they were forced to contain. So they would need to be repaired periodically as well.

            

    
        Chapter 205: Repairs

    
    
    
    
                The next day was rather uneventful. Khikall showed me where to purchase the materials I needed to ‘repair’ the ship. Really it was more of an upgrade because I had plenty of spare mana lasers and cannons to replace the damaged ones on the ship, but I saw no point with continuing to use subpar material.

Since I couldn’t afford to make the weapons from pure mithril, I grabbed a few different types of magical metals to test with. They would all work fine but I wanted to find the best possible option for cost versus longevity.

It was pricy to get the materials but nothing compared to what it might have cost if I had to repurchase the mithril. I simply stripped the mithril from the damaged turrets and most of the spares. Since we were docked, I couldn’t access the underside turrets to replace them at the moment. I would just create the replacements for now and have us set down on some out-of-the-way rock for an hour while I swapped them out, away from prying eyes.

The hardest part was figuring out how to work with each metal. Each metal had some unique quality that made molding it… difficult.

Volanite was an attuned metal and one I was eager to try out. I learned about attuned metals months ago but never really looked into using them as I had no real need to. What made Volanite unique was its attunement to electricity. The merchant said it was attuned to lightning but that was an oversimplification on his part.

It was a bit of an odd metal with a milky coloration. Fire did little to soften the metal for molding so I was forced to use a constant low voltage current while I worked with it. Ever try molding a live electrical wire? It wasn’t pleasant even if it didn’t cause me a whole lot of damage.

The next metal I worked with was called Chard. It was a bit like obsidian and had an almost glass-like consistency. But it was dark blue and radiated heat away as fast as you could apply it to the metal. Great for anti-fire enchantments, not so easy when you needed to heat it up.

I eventually figured out the trick to working with the metal. I built a small kiln and flooded it with lava. The Chard could radiate the heat away but if the surrounding area was already saturated with the heat, it had no place to go and would remain in the metal. Working quickly I was able to form it into the desired shapes and carve in the necessary runes. I really hoped this wasn’t the magical metal I would need because it was just a pain to work with.

The last material I purchased was a sort of ceramic powder made from the crushed bones of magical beasts. This was the most labor-intensive material to work with but was the easiest to manipulate in the end. It didn’t require anything fancy and was as easy to carve as soft clay in its unfired state. Since I already had a kiln, heat-treating the finished results was easy.

The reason I purchased this material was due to some magical trinkets in the shop where I purchased it. The items looked to be the same color and consistency as the mana cannons I had stolen from the dwarves. I asked the shop owner what they were made from and the man immediately tried to sell me on buying some of the powder, calling jewelry making a fine hobby. I didn’t need it as a hobby, but if it was what I thought it was, it would be worth purchasing. I purchased way more than I needed and probably made the merchant's year but I figured it was a wise investment even if it didn’t pan out for what I intended.

So now I had two of each weapon made from each new material. Since the mana lasers came in groups of four I simply swapped out the main cannon on the top deck with one each of the new materials and one of the old titanium replacements that were undamaged. I was going to do the same with one of the mana cannons on the underside, since those only held a cluster of three barrels I would have to compare the results with another turret.

The whole process of manufacturing took me three days. The others didn’t waste that time idling on the ship, well, Barcos did, but he was still sleeping off his hangover. Khikall and Em’ah had gone out and resupplied the ship. Now Khikall was below doing inventory and storing everything where it needed to go, while Em’ah was out in disguise trying to find out more about this pirate that put a bounty on us and lay the groundwork to bait him into a trap.

I was eating a ham sandwich in the galley when she returned.

“Welcome back,” I said with a mouthful of food.

That got a mild chuckle out of Barcos but Em’ah just glared at me. “Just because we’re hunting pirates, doesn’t mean we need to act like animals. Chew and swallow before speaking.”

I grinned, swallowing the food in my mouth and washing it down with some water. “Yes, mom. How did your mission go?”

She gave me one last dirty look before sighing. She probably figured that was the best she was gonna get out of me. “Some parts went well, others not so much. I was able to infiltrate a few pirate outfits within the town. Unfortunately, none of them worked for this Tu’Cath. And I don’t know how good my efforts will be since none of these local pirates even have a ship.”

I snorted, “hard to even call them pirates if they don’t have a ship. So, what do we do?”

She shrugged. “They know where we will be in two weeks. All we need to do is wait there and see who shows up to try and attack us. Even if this Tu’Cath doesn’t hear about this information, some other pirate will.”

“Alright. Well, Khikall should be in the command room. Work with him on the details. We have one stop to make for some minor repairs then we can head to this location. I would like to arrive with plenty of time to spare.”

She nodded and ducked down the hall to the command room.

“Could be more trouble than we can handle,” Barcos said.

I looked over at the man. He had finally come out of his bunk and was nursing a strong drink, something akin to coffee but dialed up to eleven.

“You think the pirates will work together to try and take us out?”

“It's possible. Although the pirates would have to trust each other enough to see it through. I doubt that will be the case. But that doesn’t mean a dozen pirates won't show up trying to collect our bounty.”

I smiled. “Well, I have a new toy to test out if they do.”

***

Khikall set the Retribution down on some small island, devoid of people or towns. There was very little vegetation and no natural water source making it uninhabitable for long-term use. There were far more islands like this one than there were habitable islands within the Isles. It was one of the reasons it was hard to even find some of the pirate hideaways. Smart merchants stayed within normal shipping lanes. Detouring was not a wise idea unless you had the firepower to back it up. We did.

I quickly got to work swapping out the rest of the worn-out weapons. We would be hanging out here for a few days. I wanted more hands-on training with Barcos and wanted to see what Em’ah brought to the table.

“That’s the last one,” I said, wiping the sweat from my face as I slid the last replacement into place.

“I don’t understand why you are replacing them all so soon,” Barcos said as he watched me, but didn’t offer to help. Not that I wanted him mucking about with the weapons.

“These are mostly untested weapons. Better to replace them now instead of finding out mid-fight that half of them failed.”

“I understand that,” he rolled his eyes, “what I mean is why are they so chintzy that they are failing this quickly.”

“They aren’t low quality,” I argued, “besides, how many people do you know that we're able to reverse-engineer a Guild mana cannon, hmm?”

“One,” he replied without missing a beat.

I just shook my head. “Whatever. I was in a bit of a rush when I was making them so I used whatever material I had in abundance. I never had any issue with my other enchanted items failing so didn’t even realize it was a possibility.”

“Good, now that you can admit that you made a mistake, you can improve. It's much the same with fighting, only if you make a mistake while fighting, you are probably going to die.”

I turned to the man, “…wait, did you just insult my crafting to use as a teaching opportunity?”

He simply smiled and walked away. That prick.

***

I didn’t have any skills to set up a three-way duel but apparently, Barcos did. We were standing on a rocky stretch of ground a few hundred feet from the ship. Just Barcos, Em’ah, and me. Khikall said he was too old to learn something new and bowed out from further training. I figured he didn’t want to get his ass handed to him by Barcos. I kinda wished I had that luxury.

The three of us faced off without weapons or armor. This was a test of our ability to adapt to an ambush situation. I already knew I was the lone man out for dealing with this sort of thing.

Barcos gave the signal to start and the two of them rushed me, some unspoken agreement between them.

Jokes on them though, I had ground under my feet so had full access to my skills. I combined Seismic Strike with Earth Fist by casting Time Shutter to activate them at the same time.

I knew one wasn’t enough to catch either of the two off guard but was hoping both at the same time would trip one of them up.

Of course, the smart play would be to take Barcos out first but I knew that wasn’t going to happen as I still hadn’t managed to hit him in any bout. So I went after Em’ah.

The rippling rock slowed her only slightly as she morphed her lower body to that of some quadruped. Too bad she wasn’t expecting the pillar of rock to shoot up at her torso.

She was quick to react though, only taking a glancing blow from my attack. I wasn’t done though as I threw Clinging Spray her way and danced back to avoid a quick jab from a bored-looking Barcos.

I saw the man snap a kick at my leg to knock me to the ground and I cast Unstoppable Force. I felt the blow land but my spell absorbed the impact allowing me to snap out a kick of my own toward the man’s head. If he was surprised by my ability to absorb his attack, he didn’t show it, easily avoiding my return kick.

I was forced once more on the defensive as Em’ah joined the fight.

Her attacks were fast and brutal but rather straightforward. She would morph her arms into spears of bone while staying far enough away that I couldn’t counter without a weapon.

Her attacks were about as subtle as a charging rhinoceros, which was weird considering her profession. I used that fact to my advantage when she used her other trick, switching her bone spear into a flexible tentacle to try and wrap my arm and pull me off balance. I Imbued my body with electricity, catching her completely off guard. Even Barcos jumped back to avoid a swing I sent his way instead of trying to slap it aside contemptuously like he had so many others.

I did see him smile slightly before I reeled Em’ah in, concentrating the Imbued element into my elbow and smashed it into the stunned woman’s face before she could respond.

There was a crack as the lightning discharged into her body and flung her limp form across the rocky terrain.

I turned my attention to Barcos as he slowly walked outside of my easy reach.

“Well, that’s a nifty trick. But how long can you keep it up?”

If this had been my body from only six months ago, probably not long. But with my improved physique from the enchantment in my armor, I could probably keep it going for ten or so minutes. Maybe that was enough time to finally get a hit in and nock the smirk off Barcos’s cocky face.

It was not. I lay on the ground groaning as I stared up at the sky. In the background, I could hear Barcos chuckling to himself as he walked away. He had used some ability to block the energy from entering his body as he kicked my feet out from under me, elbowed me in the neck, and tossed me over his shoulder like I weighed no more than a few pounds in a rapid series of moves that I had no time to counter. Then he simply ended the Duel.

It was probably for the best, Em’ah was still out cold from my attack and hadn’t rejoined the fight. Turns out Ilixians were highly sensitive to electrical attacks. Who knew? While the damage was healed as soon as the fight ended, she would take time to come around. I hadn’t known that at the time, I only used what I knew about normal human anatomy and how it responded to a jolt of electricity.

Even though I failed to defeat Barcos, I declared it a partial victory, I had effectively fought off two attackers, disabled one, and forced Barcos to use a skill. I gave a tired smile at that. Slowly but surely I was getting better.

            

    
        Chapter 206: Ambush

    
    
    
    
                I anxiously sat in my chair in the command room. We had arrived at the location of our ambush a week ahead of schedule in order to allow any possible disturbed mana trail to dissipate and not give away our position.

The island in question was a small pirate trading port. It only remained in existence because it wasn’t worth the effort to take it out. The small island wasn’t self-sufficient, meaning nobody wanted to take it from the pirates that called it home. And there were enough weapons around the small island to fight off a fleet of ships, making the expense of any endeavor not worth it.

Unfortunately, there was no convenient rock ceiling that I could drop on the small port city like last time. So subduing the port would be a difficult affair, not that I planned on doing that. Although, I did briefly toy with the notion of using the Null Beam to make the island fall from the sky. I quickly dismissed that idea as futile since the amount of mana ingrained in the stone that made up these islands would quickly overwhelm my new weapons ability to draw it away.

Besides, our target would never believe we meant to assault this port by ourselves. So trying to convince them that that was our plan was stupid. No, we leaked that we were watching the island and following ships away from it to attack them once they were out of sight of the defenses. Which was mostly true.

Our hiding spot was just off the surface of the ocean. With the illusion field active, we were practically invisible. And that was the point. I wanted someone to eventually notice us and try to attack. Otherwise, I would have just used the cloak and kept mobile.

Our enemies had to think I was overconfident after our attacks so far but not idiotic.

So we waited and watched the ships coming and going from the port. From this angle, it was hard to see any clear marking of the ships but Khikall eventually noticed something off.

“That’s the third time that ship has docked today, Captain.”

I looked at the ship he was pointing to, not that I could tell one airship apart from another if they had the same features but I took his word for it.

“I wonder what they are up to?”

“They could be trying to artificially inflate their numbers by making it look like the port is busier than it should be. Making us wait while they tighten the noose or even bring in more pirates,” Barcos replied.

“If that’s the case, then where are they?” I asked, scanning the horizon.

As I was doing my search, I spotted something. It was a shadow on the surface of the water. I might have missed it if I hadn’t specifically been looking for anything out of place.

“Those crafty bastards,” I said, “they located us and sent cloaked attack vessels to corral us in. Look, the ships at the port are on the move.”

Sure enough, all four ships docked at the port were now heading off, but not coming directly at us. They were going to try and predict our moves and cut off our retreat. I smiled at that. If my objective was to retreat, they did an admirable job but I was here to attack and I had a new toy to test out.

***

Tu’Cath hissed in delight, his scout ships had located the prize hiding near the water and they seemed to be oblivious to their approach so far. Everything was in place though and he had talked three other captains into joining him, promising them all rewards for the destruction of this enemy ship. Not that he would be paying anything, he would hang back and watch the destruction, then when victory was assured, he would take all of them down and take over control of this port for his own benefit.

The four ships launched from the port. It wasn’t long after that that there was movement from the target. Of course, they would suspect something was up, only a fool would think this was normal. But he let out a self-satisfied hiss as the opening salvo of the battle commenced.

Twenty of his fast attack craft dropped stealth and zipped toward the small vessel. Their enemy was quick to respond though, deploying their guns and eliminating eight craft with the first volley. That was fine, they were expendable and they only needed to herd the ship long enough for the main fleet to get within weapons range.

The enemy’s tactics made no sense though and Tu’Cath hissed in confusion. They should be trying to run, but they weren’t. They were heading straight for his group of vessels while fighting off the smaller craft.

Tu’Cath’s first instinct was to flee, something was wrong but if he did that, his crew would mutiny in the face of cowardice. That didn’t mean he needed to take the initial brunt of whatever was happening. “Slow our speed by ten percent, let our allies act as a shield while we see what this enemy is up to!” he yelled out his orders.

His actions appeared to be prophetic when the enemy deployed an unknown weapon against one of the pirate vessels. A distorted ripple passed over the ship followed by a massive burst of unrestrained mana. Whatever had happened, it had completely torn through that ship's defenses and the shield wasn’t even available to block the follow-up attack.

“Get us out of the firing arc of that weapon! Come up underneath and behind their ship,” Tu’Cath roared causing his crew to fly into a flurry of movement.

There was no immediate follow-up on the second or third ship but everyone was in motion now. Each ship began firing as soon as they were within range. There was no effort given for aiming and two more of Tu’Cath’s fast-attack vessels were hit by friendly fire. Although, it was probably more deliberate than it looked. He hissed in outrage and seared that ship into his mind. He would make them suffer after they dealt with this pirate hunter.

Tu’Cath’s ship rocked as the cannons were fired. The enemy ship was taking dozens of incoming rounds but seemed to be holding strong against three much larger ships. Another volley went out from his ship before the enemy's strange weapon fired yet again.

This time the attack was a glancing blow but the damage was still significant. The entire side of the vessel had a huge gaping crater in it. It shouldn’t have been enough to make the vessel crash but it fell from the air like all of its enchantments had simply stopped existing.

Tu’Cath got a sinking feeling about this strange weapon and decided he would rather be branded a coward than have to face what he thought it was doing. Instead of ordering his helmsmen to redirect their course, he simply ripped the human from his post, killing him in the process, and took his place.

The enemy ship wasn’t the only ship with hidden secrets. Tu’Cath ordered the spears launched. Despite the name, these weren’t weapons.

As his ship angled away from the fight, four fast attack craft launched from the front of his ship. They were tethered to his vessel by thick ropes. As these crafts hit the end of their ropes, his ship picked up incredible speed. It wasn’t enough though.

The enemy ship turned its devastating weapon on his ship next and fired. The follow-up beam only tore across a portion of the upper deck but Tu’Cath knew that wasn’t the true weapon. Almost immediately he felt the ship begin to plummet from the sky. The attached balloon wasn’t enough to keep airships in the air without the additional enchantments. Even the ships pulling them along were yanked from the sky as they shared the same fate as their mother vessel.

The last thing Tu’Cath knew was hate as his ship slammed into the ocean below and broke apart on the unforgiving surface.

***

The first shot of the Null Beam was an unmitigated success. That’s where things went a bit off though. The energy had overloaded the control system that connected to that turret and I had to try and reboot it manually while continuing to fire at the other ships. It only took a minute to get it up and running again but a minute in a battle like this seemed like an eternity.

The second shot only managed a glancing blow to the pirate ship but watching it fall from the sky told me everything I needed to know. The one ship that was hanging back a bit and trying to flank us decided to try and run at this point. I couldn’t have that so I quickly reoriented the cannon and fired. The angle was bad so the beam almost completely missed but it had a similar fate as the second ship.

“That was Tu’Cath’s ship,” Khikall pointed out as he avoided most of the last ship's broadside.

Our shields were barely holding and that was only thanks to some bleed over from my new weapon going into the mana heart. While that might seem like a good thing to have, I would have to fix it. It’s what caused the system to overload in the first place. We only got lucky that it didn’t crack the entire crystal. So now I could only fire the weapon when our reserves were low.

Not an ideal situation to have but I was glad we learned about it now instead of when we were up against more ships. Not that fighting four ships and a score of other smaller vessels was easy, but it was within expectations.

The last ship fought to the bitter end, sending as many fighters as they could to try and board our ship. With nothing to stop me from targeting them though, only a quarter of the pirates managed to touch down on the deck. I didn’t bother sending Barcos up there to deal with them, instead, I just activated the electrical defense, then had Khikall flip the ship, dumping any survivors into the ocean below.

Seeing how effective the new main weapon was, I decided we were going to take this pirate port. It may take some time but I think it was doable.

Less than a minute later the final enemy ship succumbed to a withering barrage from the Retributions weapons. The main cannon was offline again due to my activation of the defensive systems, causing it to discharge prematurely. I probably should have tested it more thoroughly but still, I wasn’t swapping it back out, it was a game-changer, even if it did have some faults.

With the ships defeated, the remaining pirates on the island could only watch in impotent rage as we recovered the flags, killed off any surviving pirates in the wreckage, and looted anything that hadn’t sunk to the bottom of the ocean.

Some weren’t content to watch this happen and teleported or flew down to try and kill us. I don’t know what they expected, but the ones that teleported or had weird transport abilities found themselves falling through the sky and into the ocean below. The flyers fared a bit better but Khikall was having a field day picking them off with the mana lasers.

Only a few of the more intelligent ones managed to get aboard. Barcos hung back while Em’ah and I dealt with them. While they may have been smarter than the rest, they weren’t exactly the A-team as far as pirates go. I didn’t even have to use any skills to deal with the few that made it.

Some of the pirates that stayed on the island were trying to fire the cannons at us. While they could reach, we were on the far end of their range. So accuracy was not very high and the few that made it usually exploded before reaching us or impacted the shield with little to no damage.

The retribution didn’t come out of the fight unharmed. One barrage had broken through the shields at one point and the armor had taken a beating in that area. This along with the damage sustained in our attempt to flee from the shipyard meant some serious downtime for repairs. It's another reason why I decided I wanted this island. What better place than a fully stocked pirate island to perform repairs at. Of course, I would have to evict the current tenants but that wasn’t much of a concern.

We finished looting the dead and went back inside the ship to start the next portion of my plan.

            

    
        Chapter 207: Island Paradise

    
    
    
    
                We circled the island as the defenders took potshots at the Retribution.

Few of them hit and the volume of fire wasn’t enough to worry the shields.

“Why do you want this island?” Em’ah asked for the second time.

“Because we need a place to stage our raids from. Preferably away from prying eyes,” I replied.

“I don’t see how you’re going to hold it with the four of us,” she mumbled in return.

True, holding it with only four people would be impossible. But I didn’t plan on sticking anyone here to hold it. I would simply set up active defenses that would ambush anyone that stepped foot on the island. Heck, it might even make a nice trap for pirates.

Given more time and resources I could add automated cannons to defend it better but I didn’t know if I wanted to spend that much time or resources while I was in this area. It was bad enough I was going to have to burn through some of my spare parts to fix up the damage the ship incurred thus far.

“We have to take the island first,” Barcos snorted in reply, sounding like he didn’t think that was a likely outcome.

In most cases, he might be correct but with the null beam, I could target sections of the island to disable cannons. It wouldn’t be as effective as it was on the ships because they could just repower the cannons but if I could slip Barcos on the island while we did it, it would make the effort of clearing the island much faster.

Of course, I told him my plan and he scoffed at the audacity of it, though he didn’t say no. I think he secretly liked the daring approach and was looking forward to a fight.

“Alright, you two get ready. We are going to hit this stretch up ahead. We will continue pounding the defenses while you two disrupt them from the inside. Try not to get killed,” I added.

Barcos grunted, tossing back a bottle of liquor before he gave a nonchalant wave as he exited toward the deck.

Em’ah just mumbled, “why did I agree to this lunacy again? Oh yeah, because someone in my government wanted me dead.”

I ignored their antics as I focused on the task at hand. With the null beam being so finicky I needed to watch it carefully and cut off the power system to prevent feedback.

“We’re in position,” Barcos said over the speaker.

I nodded to Khikall and he jerked the ship to the right and accelerated toward a pair of turrets that had just fired upon us.

One of the cannonballs struck the shield, causing the ship to buck but we stayed on course.

I knew about how long it would take for the guns to reload so I waited even though we were already within range. I fired five seconds before they should have been ready. It seemed one of the enemy crews decided to be a bit quicker about reloading this time around. The shot missed our ship though as I fired the beam.

As soon as I pressed the trigger, I issued the order to Barcos and Em’ah. “Go!”

The ripple of draining energy swept past the two cannon emplacements, causing the second one to go dark. It seems it wasn’t able to disrupt the active cannonball in the other emplacement as the fortified position erupted in a fire as the ammunition exploded in the barrel.

I would have cheered had it been the return beam, but it wasn’t aimed at either of those positions. It swept past and collided with a third cannon further back and up a rocky hill, obliterating it with prejudice. None of these cannons were protected by shields. The cost would have been exorbitant. This is why I think we had a good chance of actually pulling this off.

The ship pitched sharply down as our attack landed and we skirted the underside of the island at high speed. We didn’t have time to see if Em’ah or Barcos managed to get ashore but I had faith that they would be fine.

“Alright, let's start harassing more emplacements,” I said to Khikall.

It took a few hours but we started to see evidence that Barcos and Em’ah had been hard at work. Some cannons simply didn’t fire as we passed them, meaning they had nobody to crew them or the crew had been taken out. Some small fires were spreading in the town as well and a few pirates tried to flee in smaller ships that had been hidden on the island.

We ruthlessly cut these ships down as we found them. Since they were not much more than dinghies they had no defense or offensive capabilities.

After two hours of not getting shot at we carefully approached the small town. There was a white flag waving above the largest building. I spotted two people standing at the end of a dock cut into the island instead of the normal style that jutted out. I guess it made sense, it was much cheaper to just carve an earthen trench than it was to employ whatever enchantments made the weird wooden docks float in the air.

The two people were, of course, Barcos and Em’ah in her standard middle-aged woman persona. I noticed they weren’t the only people alive though as I saw tentative glances from shuttered windows and dark alleys.

“Fuck,” I cursed quietly, realizing these were probably slaves.

Khikall set the Retribution down in the dock but I told him to keep the systems up and his eyes out for any surprises. I wondered if he resented being stuck on the ship so often. He never said anything about it but it must be annoying seeing as he never got much experience. It was probably why it took him so long to hit level twenty. I did notice he finally chose his second class and managed to level it, although it seemed like a strange choice to me it made a sort of sense given his history.
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Considering the System gave reduced experience for fighting like this, Khikall had made significant progress on his second class. This only applied to people killed with the ship weapons though. Everyone else got significantly reduced experience for the other deaths we caused. I guess the system had to balance it somehow, otherwise, people like pirates would massively out level anyone else without much in the way of danger to themselves. It also explained why the enemy captains almost always seemed to join the melee fighting instead of remaining aboard their ships. I wondered if that was one of the benchmarks that the System went by, actual danger to your person during a fight. It would make sense given what I have experienced thus far.

It was probably the reason Barcos was still stuck at level nineteen of his second class, that or he wanted to keep pushing his main class but that seemed counterproductive considering he could get five more stat points with so much less effort. Maybe I would ask him about it when we had some time.

I jumped off the ship and landed on the dock next to Barcos.

“Very dramatic, Captain,” Barcos replied, slowly clapping as he smirked at me.

“Fuck off,” I replied, “just tell me how it went.”

“Honestly, rather boring. None of the remaining pirates even put up a fight,” Barcos sighed.

Em’ah grunted, “easy for you to say, I almost lost my head to one prick that was hiding in the town hall. Most of the pirates are dead, a few had bolt holes on the island that they managed to slip into during the chaos. We managed to locate a few of them thanks to the help of the slaves but there are others we have yet to find.”

I huffed in annoyance, knowing it was not going to be easy to flush these remaining pirates out but I would deal with that later.

“What about the slaves?” I asked instead.

“Domestic slaves mostly, that or sex slaves. All of the fighting ones went down with the ships, and some of the slaves aren’t too happy with you about that. They probably had loved ones aboard,” Em’ah replied.

“Of course they did. Are we going to have any problems with them?”

“We might have, but after they saw Barcos dismember a pirate, the most vocal ones decided to shut up. There are still those that are demanding we return them to their families but they aren’t inciting anything yet. Probably due to fear that we might punish them.”

I rubbed my chin in thought. “Find the leaders and bring them to the town hall, tell them I have a proposition for them.”

***

After some time, Em’ah was finally able to convince, or more like order the leaders of the remaining slaves to come to speak with me.

“Thank you all for coming,” I started, only to be rudely interrupted by one of the men.

“Like we had much of a choice,” he glared at Em’ah who ignored the man’s piercing stare.

“Well, Em can be a bit rough around the edges, but unless she physically beat you to get you to come, I expect you to shut up and listen to what I have to offer!”

The man looked like he wanted to call me out on my threat but eventually backed down. I think it had to do with the firm grip that a few of the other slaves had on him.

“Good, now I have an offer to make for you,” before they could ask, I held up my hand to stop any questions. “I can’t offer you passage off this island… at least not yet. What I can offer you is autonomy and freedom from those collars. What I need in return is for you and the rest of the slaves to keep the island safe from other pirates until transportation can be arranged.”

I waited, fully expecting to be interrupted but nobody spoke so I continued. “I can offer you weapons to better defend the island and I can contract a supply ship to come here and restock essentials. If you want off at that point you will have to discuss that with any merchant that comes along. For those who stay and anyone that manages to take down a pirate, they will get 80% of any loot and applicable reward if they can prove they killed the pirate. This includes any pirates currently hiding on the island.”

This got the group talking amongst themselves. Some seemed ecstatic at the idea, others not so much. Finally, one turned to me and asked the question I had been waiting for.

“How do we know you can get these collars off?”

I waved him forward, which he hesitantly accepted.

Now I had long ago added an invisible tattoo to a few places on my body that could easily reach my neck, just in the off chance that I got collared again. It was much more elegant than the ham-fisted solutions I had come up with in the past. I reached up and ran my finger against the man’s collar. There was a click and the collar broke in half and clattered to the floor to the astonishment of almost everyone in the room. It was only ruined by Barcos’s yawning.

Needless to say, the group quickly agreed to my offer. I handed them a tattooed piece of leather and showed them how to use it. The tattoo was just a random design that was meant to look vaguely enchantment-like. The real runes were hidden as usual. Soon every slave collar was removed and the remains were cast into the ocean below to prevent them from ever being used on another intelligent person again.

Now, while these people weren’t fighters, that didn’t mean they didn’t have a fighting spirit. In fact, three pirate hideouts were quickly torn open and the pirates in question were beaten into unconsciousness and dragged to a gallows that some of the other slaves quickly erected. Ah, the joy of skills making construction fast and easy.

I had to admit these former slaves had a bit of a sadistic streak. They clapped the surviving pirates in anti-magic cuffs, waited for them to come to, then they hanged them. System-given stats did not make hanging a person a very good way to die. No, these pirates clung to life for minutes while the former slaves quietly watched with not so much as a hint of remorse or pity in their eyes.

I knew the feeling, I hadn’t been much different so long ago. If the former slaves thought a pirate was taking too long to die, they simply took turns stabbing them with a long-handled spear. The wounds were shallow and timidly made but they eventually got the desired result.

Next came the burials. Over a dozen former slaves died in the attempt to capture the pirates that they did capture. These were given funeral rites and sent into the ocean below.

The next week was a blur of activity. I made Em’ah, Barcos, and Khikall join in with the slave hunting parties to root out pirates. If I left it up to the former slaves, they would just keep getting killed, making my efforts useless.

While they were gone, I was able to recruit the help of a metalsmith and some workers to make repairs to the Retribution. The only sticky point was when one begged me to take him on as crew and another tried to hide aboard the ship. I simply turned down the beggar and paid him for his work.

As for the stowaway, I was none too pleased by that but I simply knocked him unconscious and tossed him back on the island. That got me a few angry looks but everyone knew what I had done for them so a few passing people grabbed the unconscious man and carried him off.

Hopefully, the storage ring I left him with, and the sizable amount of credits it contained would cool his temper.

The ship was fixed, the issues with the null beam mitigated and even the hunting teams had managed to root out seven more pirate hidey-holes, this time with no loss of life thanks to my crew being involved.

All-in-all, things were coming together quite nicely. I didn’t have a whole lot of material to add traps to the town but I had enough to make assaulting the small village on foot, a nightmare. I left the training of the cannons to the other three since those were still going to be the best defense the island had against other pirates.

I doubted it would be long before another pirate showed up, this base may be out of the way but it was also the only known pirate base within days of this location and quite a few used it to make repairs after raids, at least according to the locals. Thankfully the survivors were set for some time. The island was fully stocked less than two weeks ago and for a much larger force than what was now on the island. With the reduced need and the fact that everything was in storage items, it would last until it ran out which was around six months. That was more than enough time for me to procure the services of at least one merchant vessel.

Heck, I might not even need to do that if the locals played their cards right. They could easily sucker a pirate ship into the dock, then just wait for the pirates to get shit-faced drunk, and kill them all. Then take the ship and leave on their own terms. It would mean the island was undefended but it would save me the hassle of getting all of the former slaves off the island by myself.

I did bring this idea up to the leaders but they deemed it an unnecessary risk as they were not trained fighters. I just shrugged and the four of us set off to cash in the bounties and see if we could find any details on our main target.

            

    
        Chapter 208: Intentions

    
    
    
    
                After fixing the Retribution and rounding up most of the hidden pirates, my small group set sail again. Everyone was in good spirits after our little battle, even Barcos. Mostly because there was enough booze on the island to make even him happy.

The first island we stopped at had no merchants willing to brave the trip, even with our insurance that we would be protecting them.

It wasn’t much of a surprise to me that they refused. I would have refused in their place as well. It wasn’t like they knew who we were, for all they knew we could be leading them into a trap.

Knowing this was the case, our next three stops didn’t go any better. It wasn’t until we made it to the fourth island that a man approached us as we drowned our repeated failures in the local bar.

“Are you, Captain Paul, of the Retribution?” the unassuming man asked.

I surveyed the bar but nobody else seemed to be paying attention. So it seemed this man came alone. That was odd. Not odd that he approached us, we had been approached by pirates masquerading as merchants on more than one occasion so far. But Khikall and Em’ah were always able to sniff them out beforehand.

“I might be, who’s asking?”

The man gave a stiff nod and produced a sealed envelope from his storage ring. “If you have time, my boss would like to discuss a possible business arrangement with you.”

I didn’t take the offered envelope, I stared at the man, making him nervous. “And who is this boss of yours?”

The man swallowed, “that would be Director Tolish, Captain.”

Khikall spit when he heard the name and I even heard an amused snort from Barcos, which was impressive considering he hadn’t stopped guzzling a bottle the entire time this man was standing here.

Seeing as I wasn’t going to take the envelope from his hand, the man set it on the table, bowed one last time, and briskly walked back out of the bar.

“So, who is this Director?” I asked, using the edge of my cup to pull the envelope toward me.

“He is the Director of all of the Guild forces within the Isles,” Khikall replied with venom.

“He isn’t such a bad man,” Em’ah replied, “there are certainly worse people the Guild could have sent to our Islands.

“Bah, of course, you would side with them. Considering the Avuilian Protectorate was the first county to “benefit” from their unfair practices,” Khikall replied, slamming his cup down and spilling some of his drink.

Em’ah just rolled her eyes, which for an Ilixian meant, she could manipulate them to do whatever she wanted. It was unsettling to watch her eyes spin like a wheel from a slot machine before they came to a stop, she gave me a coy wink. I shuddered, taking a big gulp of my drink to cover my revulsion.

Barcos let out a loud burp as he set his empty bottle down. “Em’ah’s right, besides, I think you enjoyed being a pirate more than you ever did running supplies.”

Khikall grumbled but didn’t acknowledge the truth.

“So you think it's safe to accept this invitation?”

Barcos shrugged, “safe probably shouldn’t be used here but I doubt the man will outright attack you. He obviously wants something and is willing to deal with you without resorting to violence.”

“Em’ah, could you do some digging and see what comes up?”

She gave an exaggerated sigh before standing up, “and here I thought I would get a day of rest. Give me a few days and I’ll meet you three back at the ship.”

With that, she turned and left the bar. I took the knife from my empty plate and used it to slice the seal on the envelope open. I ignored the look Barcos gave me for being overly paranoid but I didn’t trust the Guild. It turned out the letter was just a simple letter.

Greetings, Mr. Paul Fuller, or should I say Captain Fuller, congratulations by the way.

I am Director Tolish of the Merchant House of the Guild. I am aware of your recent run-in with a Lord Vik’t. I can assure you I don’t share the man’s goals. But I don’t expect you to believe me. But that is fine. I have removed any Guild agents that were in the Isles searching for you as an offer of peace. The lovely Em’ah should be able to corroborate this.

As for why I reached out to you, I believe we could come to a mutually beneficial arrangement. I will also eliminate the threat that Lord Vik’t poses to your friends, although, I hear they are doing quite well against his forces so it may not even be necessary.

If you would like to meet and discuss this opportunity, please come to Mohisa Island at your earliest opportunity.

Regards, Director Tolish.

I didn’t know what to make of this invitation. Was this infighting amongst the Guild? It seemed that way. But he also called his allegiance a house, so perhaps the Guild wasn’t as cohesive as I first thought. It actually made more sense that they were made up of smaller groups, seeing as they spanned entire worlds.

“Where is Mohisa?” I asked while debating on whether I wanted to go or not.

I heard Khikall grumble, “It’s only a few days away, actually closer to the island we liberated than this one.

I would ask why we didn’t stop there, but I already knew the answer to that, Khikall hated the Guild as much as I did. But where his hate was justified it seemed like mine might be a bit misplaced.

***

Em’ah returned after her quick investigation and verified everything that the letter contained. That made my decision easy and we set sail for Mohisa.

I was expecting some massive island, covered in over-the-top displays of wealth and power. Instead, we arrived at a rather small island with a port that covered the entire thing. There were mostly Guild airships coming and going but I could see a number of other ships docked. It was a plain as day trading hub and while there wasn’t a Bazaar here, there was a massive market.

Everything looked clean and well maintained but nothing was ostentatious. The streets were wide and straight to make transferring massive amounts of goods from one side of the island to the other a quick process. Not everybody could afford thousands of storage rings or either didn’t want the expense.

We docked and after handing our invitation to the dockmaster, we were quickly greeted with a carriage that took us to the central office as the man called it.

If anything, the central office was even busier than the dock. It was a three-story building with two wings off a central tower. It wasn’t built to be the jewel of some empire, its brick siding and decorations very modest. Two flags hung over the main entrance, one was the Guild's and the other one I didn’t recognize but could assume meant it stood for the Merchant House.

We were ushered inside by an attendant and almost immediately seen by this Director fellow. None of that bullshit waiting to make him seem more important than he was.

I had expected another haughty overbearing noble type like Lord Vik’t so I was surprised to see a tall smiling beastman with twin horns that curled back from his forehead and along his skull coming to an end behind his ears.

Other than the horns, the man had no other features singling him out as a beastman.

I accepted the offered hand from the smiling man without much thought, my mind still trying to figure out what was happening here. It wasn’t magic, I had prepared by wearing my ring. Was this man just genuinely friendly?

“Good to finally meet you. You prefer to be called Paul, yes? Or would you prefer Captain Paul?”

“…Uh, Paul is fine,” I managed to stammer out, earning a chuckle from my shadows, Khikall, Barcos, and Em’ah.

“You can call me Tolish, I see you brought your crew. Welcome, welcome. Em’ah, it has been too long,” the man said, kissing her hand and making the Ilixian woman blush. I really would love to hear the story behind that but perhaps another time.

“Ahem,” I said clearing my throat.

“Apologies, Paul, I sometimes get distracted by beautiful women,” he replied with a wink before walking back behind his desk and motioning for us to take seats. “I want to thank you for taking the time to meet with me. I understand your dealings with the Guild haven’t been exactly cordial so far.”

That was a bit of an understatement unless open war was a normal occurrence for the Guild. Then again, considering the size of the organization, it probably was.

“The actions of this Lord Vik’t aren’t representative of the Guild as a whole. As you can imagine, an organization of our size has many differing opinions within. We try to have an open mind but some factions see things a certain way and are unwilling to compromise. Or they see themselves as better than others.”

“And how are you different?” my anger stirring after he brought up Lord Vik’t’s name.

“I am part of the merchant house, one of many within the guild. Although we are currently the largest. It gives us a bit of leverage against certain forces and we try to remain as neutral as we can. Which is why I invited you here today. I have heard about your fascinating new enchantments.”

So he wanted my runic plans and knowledge. Same shit different package and I decided to call him out on it. “How is that any different than what Lord Vik’t wants?”

“…I think you misunderstand, Paul. Lord Vik’t wanted to capture you and your process for his own greed. I simply want to sell your items.”

I paused at that and had to think. What was his angle? Surely working with me would earn the ire of more than Lord Vik’t and whatever faction he worked for. I had to know. “Why?”

Director Tolish leaned back in his chair and steepled his hands below his chin. “A simple yet weighty question. Let me give you a bit of information first. The Guild is a fractious lot, where certain technologies are held by powerful houses. They use their monopolies to control the market and drive up prices. While I’m not against the high prices as it benefits my house, this practice tends to stagnate development. Take airships for example. The Shipbuilders alliance within the Guild controls all of the plans for every conceivable way to make a ship fly. Except yours and any possible homegrown alternatives that may have cropped up on your planet. How they haven’t learned about your ship yet is beyond me, or maybe they have and are already moving in the shadows to deal with you. I can’t be sure.”

I shifted uncomfortably at this news. “But what about the new ships the Avuilian are developing?” That got a tsk of disapproval from Barcos but I ignored him, I didn’t owe the Avuilian Protectorate any allegiance.

Tolish chuckled. “There is no reason to be concerned about that. The Shipbuilders are behind their ‘improvements’ the design is not something revolutionary. It just isn’t used because the cost and mana requirements are hard to justify.”

“Ok, so even if I did agree to sell to you, what's to stop someone like the Shipbuilders from coming after me? It seems like a no-brainer if I was in their position, take out the competition.”

Tolish nodded, “you would be correct. If you aren’t part of the Guild, there would be nothing to stop the Shipbuilders from taking your design or the Dwarves from skinning you alive to find out where you stole their weapon designs from.”

“You aren’t making a good case if you want me to sell to you. But then again you said if I wasn’t part of the Guild. You want me to join the Guild don’t you?”

The man smiled broadly. “Good, I was hoping you would catch that. Yes, if you joined the Guild, you would earn certain protections. Your technology would be safe from theft by the other factions, I could step in and remove this Lord Vik’t as an issue, and while you wouldn’t be safe from hired assassins, you would be safe from outright attack by the other houses. Something you would not be able to weather on your own, even with your impressive tech. Trust me, Lord Vik’t is a minnow in a sea full of killers.”

I didn’t know what to say about this offer. It sounded too good to be true. “What do you get out of this?”

“You give me exclusive rights to sell your technology for ten years. I make a fortune, you get safety for your people, it’s a win-win.”

“I need time to think about this,” I replied.

“That’s to be expected. But don’t take too much time. I have already had to kill more than a dozen Guild agents that were looking for you and your ship. They won’t stop until they have what they want and I expect their next steps will not be very pleasant. While I can hold off a few spies, I cannot stop a determined assault force without a very good reason.”

As we all stood, I shook the man’s hand one last time before I left the office to think on his proposal. Sure it sounded good but what strings came attached to joining the Guild. I knew I couldn’t keep rune crafting a secret forever. I knew the Stygian Order was already experimenting with their own style and some of my employees had picked up things from watching me.

The smart thing to do would be to jump at this chance and ruthlessly squash anyone from experimenting with rune craft. But did I want to do that? Earth needed a way to even the odds and rune crafting gave it a unique advantage. Sure it wasn’t as powerful as enchantments but it seemed to be more versatile. Combining the two together would be ideal but I suspected finding someone to train you to enchant would be a difficult prospect considering the Guild’s heavy-handed ways. Even then it would be of little value because you would only learn that subset of enchanting.

From what little experience I had with enchanted items I could tell it was a rigid art form. Full of esoteric rules and design constraints to get the desired results. Otherwise, there would be no monopolies, someone would simply copy the design and recreate it on their own. Rune crafting had its own issue in that department, being more intent-based. A dozen people could use the same runes in the same pattern and come up with twelve different outcomes if they all had a different understanding of the runes involved. This could be fixed by giving them a set of runes and telling them you wanted a certain effect as the outcome. The design and order might change but the end result would be much closer.

I only realized this fact after looking over the items left behind by the Stygian Order and trying to reproduce them. The results were anything but similar, it was fascinating and disturbing at the same time. But this is what made rune crafting so versatile. Hell, given enough time I could create a set of wholly unique runes. All it required was a belief that the random squiggles had meaning. The System would do the rest.

I decided to put these thoughts aside while we found a willing merchant and headed back to the unnamed island full of freed prisoners.

            

    
        Chapter 209: Industrious

    
    
    
    
                It was less than two weeks since we had left the island to its own devices. So I was a bit surprised to see two pirate ships docked at the port. Careful of a trap, I dropped Barcos and Em’ah off to scout things before we docked. Thankfully the merchant ship was a Guild ship and even if these were pirates, they weren’t dumb enough to attack a Guild vessel.

It didn’t take long for Barcos to send up an all-clear signal. With a weary shrug, I ordered Khikall to take us in.

It was soon apparent why Barcos signaled it clear. All along the dock were the corpses of pirates, hanging from poles every five feet. The populace was hurrying about, unloading spoils from the ships. One of the self-appointed freed leaders was waiting by the dock with Barcos and Em’ah.

The man nodded curtly and motioned for us to follow. Without waiting for a reply, he headed off at a quick pace toward the meeting hall.

With nothing to do but follow, I fell in next to Em’ah. “What the hell happened here?” I whispered.

She shrugged in response, “my guess is they killed the pirate crews. I assume we will learn more at this meeting.”

We were led into the same room we interviewed the slaves the last time we were here. This time we were on the other end as five people were seated behind a long table. Their talking ceased as we entered and the group stood and bowed to us.

Confusion clearly on my face, I bowed slightly in return.

One of the men, the distrustful one as I recall, spoke first. “I seem to have lost a significant amount of credits. I bet that you would not return and that your words had all been a lie.”

“You’re kind of an ass aren’t you. I said I would return and so I have.”

“I prefer to think of myself as pragmatic. Would you trust you, in my position?”

I didn’t have to think long, “no, probably not.”

The man smiled knowingly. “Well, I am happy to see I was mistaken. As you could see from outside we took steps to ensure even if you didn’t return, that we could survive or flee if needed.”

“Yeah, how did you manage to deal with the crews?”

The five chuckled darkly and one of the women responded. “We simply fooled the idiots. We made it seem like we were pirates left behind, then when they drank themselves into a stupor, we struck. We killed many in their sleep, the rest we strung up. A few of us died but the cost was worth it to watch the life drain from their stupid faces as they choked out their last breaths.”

Note to self, stay the fuck away from this crazy bitch. “Impressive.”

“So what now,” Barcos interrupted with a bored expression on his face, like this was a normal day for him.

“Now we have choices,” a third member spoke up. “We have two well-armed ships and a Guild Merchant vessel willing to bring supplies. What we lack is people.”

There was a pause as muttering and whispered talk broke out amongst the five. They seemed to come to some consensus as they turned and the first man spoke again. “We would like to free more slaves… with your assistance.”

I couldn’t help it, I groaned and Khikall chuckled quietly behind me because he knew… he knew I didn’t want to start a slave uprising but here it was in its infancy. It wasn’t like I could even stop them at this point, that would likely get me swinging from a rope along with the pirates. Fuck my life.

It turns out the former slaves I met with weren’t completely forthcoming in what they told me. I learned from Em’ah that there was a third pirate ship that the slaves had freed. All of the freed pirate slaves were used to man that one ship and given the runic devices I had doled out to go from port to port, freeing other slaves.

The more I heard the more I got a headache. Why did they even need my assistance if they already decided on a course of action? I certainly wasn’t willing to put my life at risk to attack ships and free slaves that way.

Case in point, when the Guild merchant ship arrived, some fucking idiot decided they shouldn’t have slaves either and freed a few of their crew. Only to have one of those freed people turn on his savior and choke the life out of him before anyone could intervene.

The murderer fled before anyone could stop him, not that he had anywhere to go. Em’ah was quickly able to find this released criminal and subdue him. That wasn’t the issue though, now I was a mediator between a pissed-off captain and a bunch of freed slaves and neither side was willing to back down.

“You had no right to release those criminals from slavery!” the aggrieved captain screamed, hand on his sword and ready to pull it out in an instant.

Why they picked the loudmouth as the former slaves' representative was beyond me but here he was spitting on the floor at the captain's feet and glaring at him, daring him to respond. “If they are criminals, kill them, no man, woman, or child deserves to be a slave.”

“And who are you to make proclamations to me? You are not a representative of the Guild, you are not even a member of the local governments, you are nothing. Cutting you down would be a mercy to the world.”

I was forced to grab the captain’s arm as he went to pull his sword out. It was easy enough to stop him, the man was a merchant, not a fighter. “Let's all take a few deep breaths and relax.” I had to ask myself why I even bothered stopping the man. Oh right, because getting a Guild representative killed when I was thinking about accepting a deal with them would probably be seen in a bad light.

The Guild captain relented, allowing his sword to slide back into his scabbard while the former slave representative smirked in unfounded victory. I decided to figuratively slap the smirk off the man’s face although literally smacking it off would have brought me more joy. “As for you, how dumb can you possibly be? Do you know what I had to go through to get a merchant to come here? No of course you don’t, because you are shortsighted and pigheaded. I don’t like slavery any more than you but I know when to not poke a bear. It's admirable that you want to see all slaves released but maybe you should ask yourself why they are slaves in the first place? Or don’t you care that one of your people died while the man he freed is now hanging from a post?” I punctuated my statement by pointing to the man in question.

For the first time, I saw the cocky idiot actually think about the actions of ‘his people’ instead of just going with the mob mindset. Unfortunately, it didn’t last long before an angry sneer replaced his thoughtful look. “If you aren’t here to help us, then you should just leave and take your Guild lapdog with you. We can free slaves on our own.”

I wanted to laugh in the man’s face. I had handed out maybe a dozen of the runic items to speed the process of freeing slaves on the island. But these were not items designed to last. I couldn’t imagine them freeing more than a few thousand slaves before the items stopped working. By then the man would either come begging me for more or attempt to force me to make more. They certainly had the numbers to do so not that I or my crew would make it easy on them.

I decided on a third course. I would offer them more but add in certain stipulations for my assistance. I still needed this island as a base of operations so making nice with the locals was required, despite my distaste.

“Captain, if you will excuse us, I need to have a word with the island’s representative alone.”

Grudgingly the captain nodded and left the room. I sighed as I turned back around to face the irate former slave. I turned off my fake smile and glared at the man, causing him to flinch back and grip the broken table leg he used for a club. While fearful of what I might do he wasn’t spineless. Good, I could work with that.

“I agreed to help you, people, because I needed your help in return. Your actions today have put all of that in jeopardy,” I said as I paced slowly around him, hands clasped behind my back my eyes never leaving the man. “Yet not a month later and your ideas have grown beyond your means. You even went so far as to assault a Guild ship. A monumental height of stupidity that even I wouldn’t entertain.” Well, technically not true, I had attacked the Guild multiple times but he didn’t need to know that. “And for what? Your people freed four people before getting caught, And of those four, only one wasn’t tossed off the island and that’s only because your people caught him and hung him. If you want me to keep assisting you with these lofty goals of freeing slaves, you need to be smarter about it.”

Seeing as I still had his attention, I continued, “No more of this attacking ships nonsense. Do you know how many slaves aboard a pirate ship weren’t former pirates or murderers?” I waited for his response.

He slowly shook his head.

“Well… neither do I but I know someone who does and they have informed me that most if not all are former criminals or pirates. So let me ask you… this ship you sent on its merry way, did you put any trusted people aboard it for your cause?”

Hesitantly he nodded. I shook my head at the stupidity. “Well, you might as well mourn their deaths. I can almost guarantee the freed pirates killed those people and took the ship as their own.” I let my words sink into this man’s thick skull, watching as his face fell as the realization of what they had done dawned on him.

“I will take my ship and track this vessel if we can, to verify my words. But I have little doubt about what I will find.” I stopped in front of the man as his former gruff demeanor melted away to reveal a defeated man with sagging shoulders. I decided to add the carrot now since the stick was broken. “You are now a leader and people trust you to do what's best for everyone. Sometimes that means not doing something despite what you wished you could do. I approve of your goal, I find slavery to be the most reprehensible thing anyone could do to anyone else. But I am only one person and the Multiverse is enormous. Start small. Maybe one day your efforts will bear fruit and slavery will no longer exist.”

Seeing as my words finally got through to the man, I handed him another dozen rune tokens. “These things don’t last forever. Use them wisely because I won’t always be around to make more. You may eventually have to purchase them yourself… from the Guild.”

Seeing understanding in his eyes, he nodded, accepting the items and shuffling out a back door to the building.

I heard soft clapping from behind me and when I turned I spotted Barcos leaning against the wall with one foot pressed up against it. “Wonderful speech, captain, I almost believed it myself,” the man said with an infuriating grin on his face.

“Shut the fuck up. Go get the others, we got a rogue ship to track down.”

With a jaunty salute, the man pushed himself off the wall and vanished.

I sighed internally. It wasn’t complete bullshit that I spouted to the former slave but I doubted his rebellion would go anywhere. I just needed these people to survive long enough for me to make use of this island before they pissed off so many people that the local governments were forced to step in and deal with them. Did this make me a horrible person? I guess arguably I was already a horrible person, I mean I wantonly slaughtered people for nothing more than slighting me. What was one more lie on top of hundreds of deaths?

            

    
        Chapter 210: The Spark

    
    
    
    
                After a week of following the faint trail of the ship that left the pirate haven, we finally caught up with it. Or at least where it stopped. It was another pirate city but it appeared a massive battle had taken place.

Buildings were nothing more than burned-out husks and bodies were strewn about everywhere. It was rather easy to tell what had happened as the remains of broken slave collars were lying about everywhere. The exception to this was the non-combatant slaves. It seems the former pirate slaves didn’t look too kindly on them. Using them as practice dummies, taking turns defiling their bodies, or simply hacking them to pieces while leaving their collars intact, making it impossible for them to fight back.

I just shook my head at the wanton slaughter that occurred here. Nobody was going to miss the dead pirates but I doubted this was the sort of revolution the optimistic freed slaves had in mind.

Seeing as there was nothing left worth taking as the former pirate slaves had ransacked anything of value, we left the island and began trying to track them again.

It was much easier since we were now tracking three ships instead of the one. Left to fester and grow, this new menace would not stop at attacking pirate hideouts.

It took another three days to catch up and by that time the three ships had grown to five. Where the other two ships had come from, I wasn’t sure. But it was more than I was comfortable taking on. If they were smaller ships I wouldn’t hesitate but each one was a large warship with the smallest being the original ship from the liberated island.

“Whadya wanna do, captain?” Khikall asked.

“What are our odds?”

“Fifty-fifty. Probably less. If these were still slave-run ships I would give us better odds but now these men have a reason to fight and they won’t go down easy.”

I nodded, knowing his evaluation was probably pretty accurate, although I would give us a bit better odds, they still weren’t great. All it would take is one of the enemy ships ramming us and even the Retribution’s tough shield would collapse under the strain.

“We need to warn the Protectorate and the Federation about this new threat. Perhaps they will take it seriously enough to send a fleet out to deal with it.”

Khikall nodded, turning the ship away from our pursuit and toward a civilized port that may be able to help.

***

Chani was sporting a wide cruel grin on his face as he peeled a section of skin from one of the captains of the new captured pirate ships, with a short curved blade that was rather dull. A sharp blade would have made the work quicker and easier but he wanted his target to suffer. Suffer like how he had suffered for years under multiple pirate captains. His work earned him the nickname ‘The Executioner’ from his new crew. He chuckled, he liked the name. He had never earned a nickname as a faceless killer when he lived on the Isle of Gorsh. A time he still looked back on with fondness.

It had been quite easy to get them to come alongside using the pirates' own tricks against them. A combination of flags meant you wished to trade. Sure the pirates were reasonably skeptical as all men of their nature were but he quickly slipped a few of his men among their enslaved crew and began releasing them. After that, it was easy to subdue the few remaining ‘pirates’ using them as test subjects for his ministrations.

The surviving pirates were shackled so couldn’t fight back but still, each death was more than enough to grant him a level from these stronger pirates. He had gone from level fourteen to level eighteen in a matter of days. And the captain here was his final masterpiece and he was savoring every last moment before taking the man’s life and hopefully bumping himself up to level nineteen.

Who would have thought that Chani, a street urchin turned killer would end up as a pirate captain with a fleet of five ships. His luck had turned when those idiots on that island freed him and strung his former captain up. Oh, how he wanted to stay amongst the sheep and slaughter to his heart's content but this was soo much better. Those people had been weak and the thrill of hunting them down and killing them out of sight couldn’t compare to having a rapt and enduring audience as he had now.

The thought sent a shiver of excitement down his spine and his loins throbbed in excitement. He would sate himself with the last surviving member of that stupid island. She wasn’t much to look at, but a warm hole was a warm hole.

Already his fleet of ships was heading to their next target. The anticipation of more bodies to express his talents on was palpable. With one last flourish, he detached the former captain’s lower jaw, eliciting a burble of pain. With his arm he reached down the gagging man’s throat and gave a mighty tug, yanking organs out through the man’s mouth.

Chani basked in the glow of admiration as his victim shook and shuttered, slow to die thanks to the healing potion Chani used on him. But potions had their limitations and eventually, the man’s body would give in and the final shutter would bring Chani to near ecstasy.

***

We stopped at the first port we found and reported what we had uncovered to the dockmaster, who seemed less than interested in pirates killing other pirates. The laissez-faire attitude of the dockmaster irked me. Did he not care at all? I guess not. Not even Barcos could cajole the man into taking our account seriously, not that he tried all that hard. It didn’t help that the dockmaster was well aware of who we were and the fact that Barcos was persona non grata and just short of having a bounty on his head for his actions at the Legion shipyard.

Somehow the rest of us skated by but it probably meant we wouldn’t be receiving any assistance from the local government.

“I doubt we will find a sympathetic ear,” Barcos shrugged after the dockmaster wandered off. “You would have been better off keeping those men and women as slaves.”

I glared at the man as he gave an unrepentant shrug and headed back to the ship. I was mad, but it wasn’t directed towards him, at least not all of it. It was my stupid fault we were in this mess. But with my past, I just couldn’t do that. Killing them sure, that I could do but using them as slaves, no.

I had to draw the line somewhere, even if it was just a hair above rock bottom.

“Any suggestions?” I asked the other two.

“I have one, but you’re probably not going to like it,” Em’ah replied. I motioned for her to continue. “If we leak that a new pirate group is trying to displace one of the kings’ they should step in and deal with the problem themselves. It will mean more pirate activity in the area but the issue of our feral former pirate slaves should be dealt with quickly.”

“And if it isn’t?”

“Then let them rape and pillage until someone in the government gets off their ass and deals with it themselves.”

“Em’ah’s right, captain, while you may have set the spark, you didn’t add tinder to this wildfire. It may actually work in our favor.”

I quirked an eyebrow at Khikall’s response, “how so?”

“Well, captain Grulaine has obviously gone into hiding, otherwise we would have heard of attacks by him, even this far from his hunting grounds. If the entire province is thrown into upheaval, he may just risk surfacing to take advantage of the situation to line his own pockets some more. We only need to be ready for when he does.”

With Khikall’s quiet demeanor, I sometimes forgot he was a crafty former pirate captain. His reasoning was sound. And while I found it distasteful to allow a mistake I set in motion snowball, if the legal protectors of the area couldn’t be compelled to help out, who was I to step in and do their job for them.

“Fine, but I think if we are going to take this approach we might as well go all in.” I retrieved another handful of the deactivation tags and handed them to Em’ah, who looked like I was handing her a pile of wet shit. “I think you can figure out what to do with those?”

“You really don’t give two shits if the Protectorate comes down on us for this do you?” she asked in reply.

“Nope. Fuck them, you have two hours, then we are out of here.”

“I don’t like slavery any more than the next person, but this is insanity,” she muttered quietly as she hurried away, vanishing in the crowd.

“You’ve a kind heart,” Khikall chuckled.

I rolled my eyes, “knock it off with that shit, we need to be ready to go before everything goes to hell around here.”

With a curt nod and a rueful smile, Khikall jogged back down the dock toward the Retribution.

I stayed for a minute contemplating what I had just set in motion. I wasn’t second-guessing my decision to give slaves their freedom, just the way it had to be done. Being the hero for once would have been nice but this had to be done so nobody could trace it back to us. I had enough enemies and no powerful backers if what I started came to light.

Even if I didn’t add these tokens, it was already too late to put the cat back in the bag of this slave uprising. So instead of letting it smolder for months or years, it was time to add fuel and see just how hot it burned. People and slaves would die but that was sometimes the price of freedom. The masters had only themselves to blame for this predicament.

With one last look at the quiet bustling town, I turned and headed for my ship. I ran out of compassion and caring for these people after being assaulted, sold out, and ignored. It’s no wonder the Federation and the Protectorate were so opposed to each other. At least the attitude of the Federation citizens was based on cultural identity. What was the Protectorate's excuse for being douchebags and asshats at every turn?

Power grew complacency I guess. Well, no matter. Once we riled up the pirates and locals enough, I’m sure my target would finally expose himself, then we could take him down and I would move on from this area. Playing avenging captain was fun and all but the longer I stayed, the more I was getting dragged into the fetid whirlpool of local politics. It was something I wanted to avoid at all costs.
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                Em’ah slipped through the grimy back alleys of the port town in the guise of a malnourished adolescent male. It was hard taking a form so small but she found over her years that slaves tended to only trust those worse off than them.

Her destination was a storage warehouse and sleeping quarters for dock slaves. She wasn’t going to bother with the ship slaves, since most of those were hardened criminals. She still couldn’t believe how idiotic those freed slaves on the island had been. There was no way they didn’t know what they unleashed. But years of pent-up anger and frustration had clouded their common sense.

Slavery as a concept didn’t bother her all that much. It was a universal constant with some form of slavery existing in almost every world within the System. Boss was an idealist, even if he didn’t realize it. This plan of his would likely backfire on all of them but she was carrying it out anyway.

Normally she would have just slipped away at the next port and disappeared but the boss didn’t know that he had saved her life by recruiting her. She had been tracking a group of Protectorate assassins looking for her on Gorsh. They had even given her the correct passphrase, but she wasn’t an idiot. She had long since stopped using passphrases as a means of determining friend or foe. It was much easier to rely on rumors. That’s how she knew the Captain was with Barcos and Khikall and that he was likely trustworthy. She despised owing anyone, especially for saving her life.

Testing him as she did was probably foolish but she had to make sure. And if they hadn’t come when they did she would have died within the hour. While she had some skill at subterfuge and hiding, she couldn’t hide forever against a trained assassin. And the group looking for her was right behind the Captain and his group, literally. She spotted them lurking in a nearby alley during the reunion. But they knew better than to mess with the Blademaster, Barcos. I mean he trained them after all.

So that was why she stayed with the crew, to avoid death at the hands of the Protectorate. And she carried out this hair-brained scheme of the Captain’s to get an ounce of revenge against her former employer. She would give it her all to pay off this debt if it took the rest of her life, but she certainly wouldn’t tell the captain about it. The man was borderline suicidal and while she was fine paying off this debt, she wasn’t going to risk her life for someone else. Besides, if the man got himself killed, her debt was cleared.

She slipped inside the warehouse and faked falling down and dropping one of the enchanted items the Captain gave her. It flew from her hand and she ‘scrambled’ to pick it up, only to have a burly man place his foot over it. Inwardly she smiled.

“Well, well, well, what do we have here? A starving street urchin here to steal what little us slaves get? And what’s this?” he asked, slipping his foot away from her grasping arm and picking up the item.

“Gimme, I need that to free my father!”

The large man looked perplexed, as he stared at the unassuming piece of leather. “And how pray-tell are you going to free your father with this?”

Em’ah clamped her mouth shut and tried to scoot into a sitting position when two more slaves grabbed her. “Answer him, boy,” one of the gruff men behind her said, his breath reeking of cheap booze.

Playing the terrified child act, she answered. “T’was tol’ it could get his collar off. Only need to rub it along the side.”

Murmurs broke out amongst the slaves and Em’ah suppressed a smile. Her plan was coming together perfectly. All except for the next part.

A few of the slaves took exception to her lies and beat her, not that they hurt her all that much but it still sucked.

“He’s a gods damn liar is what he is,” one of the men spit and Em’ah felt the disgusting projectile land on her back. The Captian was going to owe her big for this.

“What if he ain’t?” Another slave asked.

“Only one way to find out,” the man with the leather item replied. Nobody tried to stop him as he rubbed it across the collar. There was a loud click as the collar broke into its default halves and clattered against the floor amongst shocked silence.

There was a stampede of feet and a chorus of voices clambering for the leather strip, Em’ah all but forgotten as the slaves fought to be the next to be free. Em’ah used the uproar to change into an unassuming man and slip out through the same door she entered.

She had a few more locations to visit before returning to the ship.

***

The ship was prepped and ready to leave at a moment's notice. While it wasn’t visible, you could sense something had changed within the town. The guards were more hurried, yet trying not to seem like they were and the citizens could be seen in clusters talking amongst themselves in low whispers and glancing around nervously.

People were aware something was going on but not what just yet. It wouldn’t take lon-.

The bells that were normally reserved for signaling pirate attacks started clanging throughout the city.

“Well, that didn’t take long,” Barcos snorted, pointing into the distance where a waft of smoke could be seen coming from the warehouse district.

It wasn’t long before flames joined the smoke as the flames leaped into the air. Minutes later an angry mob of mostly men stormed the dock near where the fire erupted and a violent riot broke out. The men carried makeshift clubs or spears as they clashed with a group of guards and a few unfortunate crew from ships near that dock.

The Guards were holding the mass of angry men back but there were more than they could handle.

“Perhaps they will take my warning seriously now. If they can’t handle a few angry dock workers, how can they expect to handle a fleet of hardened pirates, hellbent on revenge and murder?”

Barcos just shrugged. “If I were still with the Legion, I might condemn your actions but it seems my fair country has fallen quite far in my absence. Perhaps you are correct, they need a wake-up call.”

I didn’t think Barcos cared one way or the other. At least his actions to date haven’t indicated as much.

“I think it’s time to go, Captain,” Barcos nudged me, pointing toward a figure running down the dock. It was Em’ah but she wasn’t alone, being chased by another group of free slaves going by their ratty clothing and improvised weapons.

“Alright. Khikall, get us moving, Em’ah will have to catch up as we are on the move,” I spoke into the radio.

“Already on it, Captain.”

The ship rose in its cradle and started moving slowly back. I saw Em’ah mouth what was probably a curse as she put on more speed, her arms growing those flaps so she could fly across the distance when she arrived.

The men chasing her were shouting and trying to throw rocks at her but she did her eye trick and swerved to avoid the projectiles as they sailed at her. With a powerful leap at the end of the dock, thanks to her transforming her legs into Jerboa legs, she sailed high above and flapped her arms to propel herself to the Retribution where she landed with a light thud.

“What the fuck! Couldn’t you have waited at the dock for me?”

I shook my head. “If we did, we would have had to deal with those angry men chasing you. Then we would have had to stay and explain why they were chasing you. Better we get out before this entire town turns into a madhouse.” I could already see other ships with the same idea. Crews were running for their ships and ships that recently docked were already leaving port. Some of the crews weren’t as lucky as groups of angry former slaves cut them off from their ships and beat them.

“Well, fuck,” Em’ah replied as she gazed at her handiwork. “By the way, you owe me a nice dinner after this.”

“… um, huh, what. I don’t have those kinds of feelings for you,” I stammered out, not wanting to lead the woman on.

“Pff, in your dreams. I meant I want a nice dinner with someone I choose, ya daft ninny.”

“Oh, thank god,” I replied without thinking.

“What, you think, you’re too good for me?” she glared back.

Knowing any answer I gave would be the wrong one, I simply turned and headed below deck to strap myself in. I could hear her angrily muttering as she followed far behind me, all the while Barcos chuckled.

By the time we made our next stop, news of the slave uprising had already spread. There was a tense fear in the air and slaves were being watched with a very critical eye by heavily armed guards.

Still, I sent Em’ah in, this time to hide the tags with a note attached to them. By the time they were discovered, we would be gone… hopefully.

We did this three more times, finding one island that had executed all of the slaves to prevent any issues. I had to ruthlessly squash my anger and desire to rain death and destruction on this island.

I knew my actions would have dire consequences but the slaves couldn’t even fight back, they could only stand there while a bored soldier slit their throats as if he was at a butcher's yard.

We stuck around at this island until past nightfall. When it was dark enough, I followed the guard responsible for the killing. What he got next was well-deserved retribution for his inhumane actions.

I couldn’t stop islands from executing slaves but I could send a message that their deaths would be avenged.

I may have gone a bit psychotic in doling out justice. Using my prodigious strength, I ripped the man’s ribcage open while he was under the effect of Silence. He was alive when I did that. Not my proudest moment but it finally wiped the bored look off his face so it was worth it.

I did end his suffering shortly after but I strung the body up and left it hanging from a street light. I didn’t think anyone would miss the symbolism of a dead guard wearing a slave collar and swinging from a lamp but I never underestimated the power of stupidity.

I also left it in a very visible spot so the guards couldn’t simply cut it down and hide it away before people saw it.

As I was returning to the ship, I ran into Barcos.

“Was that necessary,” he frowned at me. It was the first time I had seen the man genuinely upset by something. And considering he was trapped on a hell hole for ten years, It was surprising.

“I may have snapped a bit,” I replied, owning up to my mistake. He nodded and fell into step beside me.

“We all have our demons, Captain. But you need to control yours because you are responsible for the lives of others. What would have happened if you were caught?”

I hadn’t thought about it at the time, I only wanted revenge. But he was right. If I was caught killing a guard, I would likely have died as other guards swarmed the area. Then the ship’s failsafe would activate and ‘BOOM’ no more ship, hell probably no more town, considering the amount of mana stored in the ship. Even if I did survive, the ship would be seized and my crew would be arrested. I needed to be better and let my anger go, but seeing people treated like disposable cattle brought all the rage flooding back that I had felt when I was a slave myself.

“Nothing good,” I replied quietly.

Barcos snorted, “a gross understatement, but I will let your actions slide. So long as you know they were wrong. There is no point drudging up the mistakes of the past.”

I gave the man a curious look.

“What? I can be serious and understanding, I just choose not to be…I had enough of that in the Legion.”
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                Turns out I probably didn’t need to make a statement by killing the guard. I forgot one thing. It was small but very important. A lot of slaves still had families.

The next morning the town literally exploded in violence as the surviving families of slaves dragged the government officials out and beat them into submission. Yeah, turns out offing simple debtors that were paying off their debt by working as a slave was not a smart thing to do. And after mourning their dead loved ones, the families took action.

There were far more affected civilians than there were guards or officials. After the mob assembled, they dragged the unconscious public officials onto the same stage the slaves were executed on and returned the favor.

Seeing which way the wind was blowing, every ship had quickly left port. I didn’t know what the Protectorate's response to this rebellion would be but I knew it wouldn’t be pretty. Then again, maybe these people would fight back.

Judging by the growing fires we saw as we sailed off, I expected the town was in civil war. There might not be anything left by the time the Legion arrived to deal with this one island and we had already heard that the fighting had spread to two islands we hadn’t even visited. Likely thanks to the enchanted items I had Em’ah hide.

It was strange being on the periphery of such chaos that you had personally helped foster. I didn’t feel shame for my actions… well, except for the guard. But he would have died the next morning anyway. I did feel a little bad for dragging a bunch of innocent people into the mess I created. But only slightly. If they didn’t turn to slavery, none of this would have happened.

I did wonder if my actions would get back to the Guild. Considering how much they knew about me, it was a high likelihood. While Director Tolish seemed like a nice enough fellow and I hadn’t targeted any Guild ships, it remained to be seen if he wanted to work with me after he learned of my actions.

I figured he still would, simply for the fact that he worked with any Guild affiliated power even though one of those was the Syleen. An empire directly built around slavery. I suspected the Syleen was where the Black Dragon got the idea to start their slave empire from but I couldn’t be certain. It didn’t matter.

We sailed away from the island, while I decided our next course of action. I quickly decided that I had riled up the population enough with our antics. Even without our direct intervention, I suspected the slave revolt would continue to grow.

It was time to go back to why I was still in this area, and that was to hunt down a pirate that wronged me.

***

Chani the Executioner lay on the floor of the ship in a pool of his own blood. His former second of command, bloody and heaving only a few steps away. Lichen had been a pirate for over a decade before he was captured and pressed into slavery. And he knew when a captain was more trouble than they were worth. Chani was one of those types of captains. Fixated on causing the most amount of bloodshed and damage without thinking of the issues that it caused or the response it would bring down on top of them.

Overly aggressive pirate captains tended to disappear rather quickly in the Isles. Either they bit off more than they could chew and got caught or killed, or the pirate kings came to deal with them. There wasn’t anything that got those pricks moving faster than disrupting their bottom line.

The former third mate stepped into the room, took one look at the corpse of the former captain, then looked at Lichen. Lichen could see the thoughts working their way through the man’s eyes. He was injured, perhaps I could take him and become captain myself? Lichen firmed his grip on the sword he held, ready to burst into action if the other man made a move.

But he didn’t, “Captain, we have a fleet of four ships closing in on us from the west. What are your orders?”

Lichen was momentarily surprised by the man not attacking him but he suspected the man was pragmatic enough not to start a fight for captaincy while there were possible hostile ships heading their way.

“Do we have anyone who can identify the ships?”

“Not so far but they aren’t waving any banners and they are larger than a galleon.”

Lichen cursed, had he acted sooner perhaps he could have avoided raising the ire of the pirate kings but it was too late now. Now he could only try and escape from their fleet.

“Turn us about and let's try to lose them. If we need to sacrifice a ship or two to make it happen, do it. Fire on them if they refuse my order.”

Shortly after, the ship lurched sideways as men yelled orders from above. Lichen quickly washed the blood from his face and ordered one of the gun crews to clean up the mess in the cabin and throw the body overboard.

The crew needed to know he was in charge so he headed to the command platform and stood in stoic silence while the crew rushed about to get them moving away from the approaching enemy.

Lichen wasn’t a coward but he knew when to cut and run.

***

“Captain, we have nine unknown vessels on the horizon.”

“Oh,” I replied as Khikall pointed out the tiny dots on the screen. I still didn’t understand how he could pick those up from so far out. “well, let's go see who it is.”

“Em’ah, could you go see if Barcos is up and ready, we may have some action soon.” The woman slid out of her chair and skipped out of the room. I wonder what had her in such a good mood.

“They're definitely pirates, Captain,” Khikall replied, looking a bit distressed. “The group at the front is the ship that the slaves sent off, I’m almost sure of it. But the four at the back are what's making me want to turn around and leave.”

I looked at the Jerboa in surprise, “what? Why?”

“Those are part of Black Gar’s fleet. My guess is they are led by the Enforcer himself.”

I remembered who Black Gar was, there wasn’t a port around that didn’t have his picture up. He was one of the pirate kings and the Enforcer was one of his sub-captains. A ruthless lionoide by the name of Sarvis.

I had studied up on most of the really dangerous pirates in the region. Calling a lionoide a beastman would likely get you ripped apart. Even if it was technically true. They had short tempers and prodigious strength. Like humans, lionoides were the sole intelligent species in their world before the System came along. They quickly found their niche as mercenaries and soldiers. But their beast heritage was mostly gone, leaving only tell-tale signs like the faded striping or wild mane of hair.

“What are our chances?”

“In a direct confrontation… not good. Those four ships aren’t simply retrofitted merchant's vessels, they are full-on warships. If we surprise, them, we may get one or two but I doubt we could take on all four. This is the man the pirate Black Gar sends out when he wants assurances that the job will be done.”

“Why do you think they are out here anyway?”

“My guess… probably to deal with those freed pirate slaves. Attacking their enterprises was not a wise choice by whoever is in charge. It was bound to get noticed by the bigwigs eventually.”

I tapped my fingers on the arm of my table in thought as I decided on a course of action. Foolish it may be but it was better to find out now if my ship could handle the abuse. “Get us on an intercept course for those five lead ships. If there is an opening I want to exploit it.” I figured this was the best of both worlds. Eliminating a problem I helped spawn while giving the more dangerous foe pause to think about the new player. Or I could be wrong and we are all going to die.

A few minutes later, Barcos and Em’ah walked into the room. “What do we got, Captain?” Barcos asked, trying to suppress a yawn and failing miserably. How a man could sleep as much as him, I didn’t know. Even with being drunk, his endurance should make it so he recovered in a few hours but the man slept like ten hours a day.

“We stumbled across those pirate slaves that are making a mess out here. Oh also, seems like they are being pursued by Sarvis.”

That perked the man right up. “Oh, does that mean we are going to get to fight with the Enforcer?” I didn’t like the maniacal gleam in Barcos’s eye.

“What? No, we are going to take out the five former pirate slaves, then leave. Or that’s the plan at least.”

Barcos laughed, “Well, we will see once we get there. I somehow doubt the Enforcer will be happy with our meddling.”

To be fair I was curious to see how we would measure up. I know Khikall didn’t give us good odds, but the man was a bit of a fatalist. Whereas I was a bit more like Barcos, looking for the thrill of battle, although, I tempered my lust with a bit more pragmatism.

While it would be fun to go toe to toe with the bigshot, I had a specific goal here. Plans could change though, and going by the slowly closing fleets, we may not even be needed.

It took around an hour to close the distance to the ships and already the two fleets had exchanged a handful of attacks. I would have thought the former pirate slaves would be heavily outmatched but that didn’t appear to be the case.

In a strange move, one of the fleeing ships broke off and started fleeing in a different direction. None of the pursuing ships gave chase though.

“Khikall, let's go after that lone ship.”

“You read my mind, Captain.”

Invisibly, the Retribution dove toward the ocean surface, picking up speed as we zipped underneath the oblivious ships. Well, not completely unseen. It wasn’t until we went in pursuit of the other ship that one of the pursuing ships of the Enforcer’s fleet broke off to give chase. I didn’t believe in coincidence.

“Looks like we were spotted, Captain,” Khikall lamented while Barcos rubbed his hands in giddy anticipation for the fight to come.

“Khikall, I think, I’m going to be needed on deck. Don’t use the special weapon unless you have to. We should be able to take on two ships.”

Khikall grumbled quietly but nodded his head.

“Alright, let's get ready to geet our guests.”
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                The first shots came from our pursuer, ranging shots to increase accuracy. It wouldn’t have been an issue except one of the shots managed to land, disrupting our cloak and ruining our approach. The damage was minimal since it was an inert round but still, the shield flickered to life shortly after, Khikall doing his best to run all of the systems at once.

It didn’t take long for our quarry to notice us after that and now we were stuck between two ships firing on us. Khikall did his best to avoid the shots and return fire. It wouldn’t have been possible at all without the ship having so many features, like the targeting reticle.

I covered my eyes as the top side cannon sent out blinding beams of mana at our target. Unlike a laser, these beams of destructive energy were easy to see with the naked eye. The enemy shield wavered from the impact. They must have realized escape wasn’t an option anymore and turned to fire a broadside at us. Moments before I saw the flash of cannon fire, the Retribution lurched out from under me, and it was only thanks to Barcos grabbing onto me that I was still on the ship.

“You said it was safe to wait on the deck!” I yelled.

“No, I said it should be fine. I’m fine, so is Em’ah,” he smiled, pointing to an unfazed Em’ah.

“Well, what the hell, how do you keep from flying free?”

“Years of being aboard fighting vessels,” He smirked, “or a skill to keep your rooted in place.”

Dammit, I realized I should have kept that Solid Footing skill now. But how was I to know that was what it was for. In hindsight it made sense. All of the other ships I fought had open-top decks with railing on the side but they could dive just as easily as our ship and people had to adapt to changing circumstances. But I had never designed the Retribution to accommodate fighting on deck. It was flat on top because flat was easy to do.

I pulled out my control tablet and engaged one of the more esoteric defensive features at minimum power. I felt the magnetic force suck my feet to the deck as Barcos tsked in annoyance.

“That'll make fighting a bit harder but I guess I could use the resistance training.”

I just shrugged and Em’ah seemed unconcerned. It wasn’t surprising since she didn’t use metal of any sort. Her clothes and weapons were a part of her.

Speaking of weapons, I tested both my staves. Consuming Void was slightly affected but nothing I couldn’t power through if I had to. But Dominion and Destruction was unaffected. Probably because the ends were made from a mithril alloy that wasn’t magnetic. My armor was similarly unaffected, being made from hydra scale and mithril. The only reason my boots were magnetic was that they were just standard steel-toed boots.

I had no more time for testing as men started jumping from the ship in front of us and flying over. I really wished we could go on the offensive at times like this but it just wasn’t possible with the small crew size.

A shadowy form materialized behind me or tried to. I heard the scream as the teleportation scrambler did its job and the man fell below the ship.

The pirates were quick to change tactics though as they popped in above the field and dropped through the forcefield using that crystal dust or specialized poles tipped with mana crystals. It seemed the poles were single-use as their tiny crystals popped as they tried to absorb the massive amount of energy flowing through the shield. So not as effective as the dust. While most made it through, some weren’t so lucky and their bodies sizzled and popped as they impacted the defensive barrier.

I didn’t spare any more time for those unfortunate fools as I was already in motion, slapping aside an axe with the end of my staff. I used the magnetic defenses to my advantage, slapping the weapon low. It wasn’t enough to get it stuck to the deck but the added resistance slowed my target down just enough for me to use my metallic hand as a spear through his heart. The man had a look of shocked surprise.

I grabbed the man’s ribcage and hurled him into a group of three more attackers, knocking them all down. Em’ah zipped past me and stabbed the three downed men with her bone blades.

“Now this is a fight!” I heard Barcos laugh. I spared a moment to look and saw him engaged with six saber-wielding pirates, the motions a blur so quick, even I couldn’t see what was going on.

I felt a blade slam into my back before I saw the offender. It was that damn shadow teleport fuck. My armor had saved me from a possibly deadly blow as the man didn’t have the strength to push through its defensive properties. I spun around, quick swapping my staff for Consuming Void as the man tried to turn to smoke and teleport away anywhere. My staff flashed through his fading form, eliciting a scream of pain as the spiritual damage did its thing. The man vanished a moment later but I doubt he would return. With the combined effects of the teleportation scrambler and having taken spiritual damage, if he woke up before he slammed into the ocean surface, I would be surprised.

I spun around again, using my staff to block a sword swing, but only for a moment as my weapon vanished into my ring. The pirate, expecting resistance, was thrown off balance by the sudden lack thereof. I let the weak blow skitter across my armor as I punched forward, activating Reverberating Strike and Double Strike.

The first blow was followed by an audible crack as my metal fist hammered into the side of his ribs. I quickly cast Shockwave and hammered a second strike home, sending the man cartwheeling across the deck.

More enemies were landing on deck so I needed to pick up the pace. Dominion and Destruction appeared in my hand again and I smashed the end of it into a pirate's throat, taking the enemy's mace to the side of my head. I staggered sideways at the blow and used Rejuvenate on the minor damage. Mostly to my pride but I was seeing double for a few seconds.

I recovered just in time to see a sword lancing for my neck. I knew I wouldn’t be able to snap my staff up quick enough to deflect the attack so I activated Time Shudder, rolling back a second and giving me the time I needed to block the attack. I'm sure to the pirate, it seemed like my weapon teleported into place. I used my free hand to blast him in the stomach with Energy Lance, which may have been a mistake from so close.

The force of the blast blew us apart and I crashed into the door to the ship. My opponent wasn’t as lucky as he went sailing off the Retribution.

I wouldn’t say these pirates were all that good but they fought with a ferocity beyond anything I had seen… besides myself.

I managed to get to my feet and survey the battle. Barcos had dispatched three of his six attackers and had a line of other dead behind him. Apparently, others thought to get in on the action. It took me time to spot Em’ah and I watched her cleave a pirate’s head clean off with a sharpened elongated arm bone before she vanished amongst the chaos to appear somewhere else, stabbing another pirate through the back.

I was glad she was on our side. I rushed back into the fight, this time leading with Charge and Unstoppable Force. Thinking to stop me, one pirate leaned into his shield to absorb the impact. He sadly misjudged the force of my impact. His steel shield caved in under the force of my fist as I heard his arm snap. It did save his life though as my fist was deflected slightly, only grazing his scalp. A flap of skin and hair was torn free as the man screamed and was shoved to the side. I went to stomp on his face but forgot about the force of the magnetism on my shoes. By the time I got my foot up, the ship lurched from under me again and I was momentarily airborne.

A series of explosions rippled across the forcefield showing that Khikall’s maneuver wasn’t entirely successful. What worried me was the last impact and not seeing a follow-up ripple from the shield. I crashed back aboard the deck along with any pirates that managed to not get tossed off by the motion. My downed opponent was gone, however.

I scrambled to my feet and turned in the direction that the last attack had come from. The pursuit ship had caught up. I felt something ominous and dove to the deck. A crimson wave blasted through where I had just been standing, slicing three pirates apart. I turned and spotted the source.

A bulky Lionoide with black and white striped hair was grinning wildly at me. “I had heard of your crew’s reputation, I’m glad it wasn’t all fluff and lies. Come, little pirate hunter, let’s see how good you really are.” I used Identify and groaned, of course, it had to be him.

Sarvis | Sanquine Slasher/Tactician | 25/15

I knew this was going to be a hard fight as I got into my battle stance and relaxed the grip on my staff. I need to be fluid with my weapon, something I had learned from fighting Barcos. I was just about to rush in when Barcos stepped in front of me.

“You are hardly a challenge for our illustrious captain, so I will be more than enough to deal with the likes of you,” he smirked at Sarvis.

When I looked to where Barcos had been fighting, all I saw were dead bodies. Had he been toying with them this entire time? What am I thinking, of course, he toyed with him, the lazy shit. And now that there was an actual challenge, he wanted it for himself. Well, you know what… he can have it.

“Have fun,” I said as I turned to the new pirates that were appearing on the deck. What had started with a two-way brawl had turned into a free-for-all. I had Em’ah to partially thank for this. She had the former slave pirates so disoriented they were attacking anyone and everyone that got close to them.

I rushed in, dodging another one of those crimson slashes from Sarvis. He had no more time to try and fight me as he was fully engaged with Barcos. If I had thought Barcos was fast before, holy shit was he fast now. As the two engaged their arms were a blur so quick I only heard the ringing impacts from the weapons.

I crashed into the closest pirate, using the leverage of my swing to spin me out of the way of a spear thrust aimed at my face. I jammed my open palm out at the spearman and released Frostwave. My attack caught five others but without Overcharging it, it wasn’t nearly as effective. I was about to cast Maddening Laugh when silence descended on me. Well probably not me alone but it did the trick, disrupting my spell.

I looked around to try and find the source but was unable to locate it through the melee. That’s fine, I didn’t need sound to cast my next spell. I located a group of three locked into a duel and threw an Annihilator Sphere at them. I had to aim high to avoid tearing up the ship though.

The first man’s head exploded into dust moments before a fountain of blood escaped the now lifeless body. The other two escaped the brunt of the spell but their weapons did not. That’s when I spotted the mage. It was quite easy to locate him when he threw a crackling ball of greenish-blue energy at me. As with the Enforcer’s attack, I felt nothing good would come from letting this attack reach me.

I used Time Shudder again to store my staff and pull out a standard mace I had as backup. I whipped the weapon at the oncoming ball of energy.

When the two collided, the ball exploded into a torrent of electrified acid. I danced back to avoid the dangerous liquid as it spilled across the deck, eating into the armor and melting any pirate that was unlucky enough to get touched by the substance.

After ten seconds the liquid evaporated, leaving a large section of the deck pockmarked and bloody. Already the mage was preparing another spell. Violet bolts of lightning were forming between his hands and grew in intensity as his hands grew farther apart. I raised both my hands, firing Energy Lance from one and my mana cannon from the other. The attacks exploded against a shimmering forcefield but the man staggered back under the dual attacks. I snapped my hand closed to recharge and rushed the mage as my staff appeared, the ends crackling with Imbued electricity and water. Two could play this game, asshole!

            

    
        Chapter 214: Survival

    
    
    
    
                Khikall grumbled as the captain left him to fly the ship and man the weapons. It wasn’t that he couldn’t do it but he knew it wouldn’t be as effective. Especially with the captain telling him not to use the new weapon unless he absolutely had to. What good was having a weapon if you couldn’t use it?

To make matters worse, the ship trailing them was a warship from one of the pirate kings, which ship specifically, he didn’t know. Khikall only knew the fleet belonged to the Enforcer because of the flags they flew. He had avoided those bloody bastards like the plague when he hunted in these skies. The pirate kings weren’t known to be forgiving to anyone that crossed them. And yet here they were about to go toe to toe with them.

Muttering dark thoughts, Khikall jerked the ship down to avoid the oncoming fire from the ship ahead of them. It probably wasn’t necessary but he got no small amount of joy when he saw the captain lose his footing and sail into the air, only to be saved by Barcos. Said man glared in annoyance through the ship directly at Khikall when the captain turned his head. Khikall chuffed in amusement, “two fer one.” Annoying Barcos was always a plus in his eyes.

The moment of fun aside, Khikall accelerated toward the turning vessel and fired. The enemy ship was rocked as all of the shots impacted their shield. The enemy shield remained up but now they had the enemy's attention as a flurry of fighters flew from their deck to try and board the Retribution. Khikall did his best to blast them from the air but he wasn’t as fast as the captain was with the weapons targeting.

He couldn’t wholly concentrate on the ship in front of them either, the trailing vessel would be within weapons range in less than a minute. Already Khikall could see fighters preparing on their deck, some on the guns, others ready to cross the distance and do battle aboard our ship. Khikall needed to convince the captain to take on more crew, especially if he wanted to fight in more encounters like this.

They were highly outnumbered and unlike that ambush they prepared, these men they fought had either nothing to lose or were hardened lifelong cutthroats, used to being top dogs. And not some two-bit hacks calling themselves pirates.

Khikall all but ignored the battle on the deck as he weaved behind the turning vessel and blasted it from behind. This time the enemy ship's shield faltered and a quarter of his fire hit the enemy ship directly. But now came the dangerous part, he wanted to use their ship as a fire break against the other ship, but that meant placing the Retribution in clear broadside to the first ship. With their ship's higher maneuverability and speed, he felt it was worth the risk.

To make it even better, he raked another volley along the side of the ship facing them. The enemy shields faltered again, not having recovered enough to protect against even one turret. Blasts of mana and scorching beams raked the enemy vessel. The enemy was prepared though and most of the gun crews had retracted their cannons behind the armored panels. Most, but not all. Khikall managed to destroy three exposed cannons but missed another four. Already the enemy was redeploying their guns and Khikall started jerking the ship in an unpredictable pattern to try and throw them off.

It helped a little but really all it did was slow them down. The enemy fired and a quarter of their shots went wide, exploding away from the protective shield. The rest barely made the Retribution's impressive defensive shield flicker. The ship did rock against the incoming barrage but it wasn’t a concentrated fire so the impact was negligible and spread over a longer time.

That worked out in Khikall’s favor as he fired back, this time specifically aiming for the enemy’s cannons. He didn’t want to crash their ship, just take it out of the fighting. Going by the explosions on the other side of the vessel, that probably wouldn’t last long. The third ship had arrived and they were pounding the piss out of the ship between them. And there was nothing the ship could do about it. Both the Retribution and the other ship were faster and better armed.

Without warning, the enemy ship dropped. Khikall cursed and violently wrenched the Retribution down as well but it was too late to avoid the barrage of incoming fire from the now exposed warship and the former slave pirate ship. A cunning move by the enemy captain. The Retribution rocked violently and the shield collapsed under the enormous strain. Khikall fired back at the middle ship but noticed a glaring red warning on the viewer that said shield emitter malfunction.

The warship seemed content to blast away at the other ship until it truly fell from the sky this time. Then it turned its attention toward the Retribution. Khikall turned face-on toward the enemy ship as enemy fighters and incoming rounds impacted the weapons aboard the Retribution. He needed to get closer to activate the captain’s new weapon. He hoped the boss and those above could handle fighting off two crews.

***

Barcos matched dagger with scimitar as he clashed with the famous pirate enforcer. The man was skilled and it only made Barcos smile all the more. The two clashed again and Barcos used the opportunity to stealthily throw two daggers at the man. The pirate knocked one aside with his wide blade and the other with a small buckler.

Barcos danced aside as a wave of red energy tore a verticle slash through the deck. Barcos hadn’t had an interesting fight like this in eleven years. Not since he took down the Darmis twins that plagued the eastern side of the Protectorate. Now there were some skilled fighters and beautiful to boot. Too bad he had to kill them. He still remembered their lithe movements, born of a dancer's background.

The two had run him around in circles for a full ten minutes before he managed to injure one of the sisters with one of his daggers. After that it was not much of a challenge, the other sister flew into a rage and abandoned all reason to try and end his life. But Barcos persevered. Although, persevered is probably a generous description. Killing those two women led him down a dark path to try and recover from what he felt – at the time – was lost honor, leading him to be termed a mad dog and ending with his exile.

He supposed he owed those two women thanks because if it wasn’t for their sacrifice, he wouldn’t have learned to let go, instead of chasing victory and glory just for the sake of it.

A blinding flash of light came from the pirate’s shield and Barcos flinched back. Already he could hear the Lionoide roaring in victory as he charged his ‘blinded’ opponent.

Barcos sighed internally. So not the fight he hoped. Feeling the large man’s oncoming steps in the vibrations of the deck plating, Barcos waited until the last moment and teleported behind his target. The pirate was in full swing and couldn’t pull back while Barcos’s blade slashed across his side, only catching a small bit of flesh as the overgrown cat rolled into his swing and away from the surprise attack.

Ok, so maybe this fight wasn’t a waste. Blinking away the lingering spots, Barcos smiled as he saw his opponent checking his wound with his offhand. The hand came back bloody but the Lionoide snarled and grinned at Barcos.

The two clashed again as they moved across the deck, killing anyone dumb enough to get in their way.

***

Em’ah stabbed her unwary opponent in the back and through a kidney with her bone blade. The man arched his back and tried to frantically slash at her with his blade but she twisted it sideways, causing the man to drop his weapon, then she wrenched her blade out the side of his torso, throwing the man to the ground and vanishing into the melee for another target.

She didn’t miss ship-to-ship fighting, it was too chaotic, too unpredictable for her. Give her a designated target for assassination and she would be able to carry that out without issue… but here, most of her skills were rendered useless. Eventually, someone always figured out how to counter her, just don’t let anyone get within striking range of them. Already half the first ship's survivors were doing just this. Although with the third party joining the battle, it actually made them easier to single out and kill.

She didn’t need to be the one that killed them, just the one that made it possible for them to be killed.

She moved like an unseen wraith, putting her obfuscation skills to great use as she slipped unseen into the new enemy forces. She saw the mage targeting the captain but she was on the wrong side of the fight to do anything about it. She figured he could deal with one mage. As for Barcos, he and the Enforcer were tearing up the deck as they raced about trying to take advantage of one another. She made a mental note to keep an eye on their fight and stay far away from where they may appear.

She bumped into one of her ‘companions’ eliciting a scathing response, “watch it, you idi-,” it took the new pirate a moment to realize he was speaking to his doppelganger, not that it mattered. Em’ah slipped her bone blade through the side of his neck and throat.

The man fell to the deck and bled out before he could fumble a health potion from his ring. Em’ah grabbed the potion and sucked it down, storing it in an internal pouch within her body for emergency use. She looked around but nobody had noticed the pirate die so she moved position and went to find another target.

***

The mage cast a spell and tried to fly free of the deck as I approached, but I slammed my staff down on his shield, which seemed to be connected to him. The blow caused the man to crash back to the deck and stumble. This is why connected shields were not all that great. The same thing happened to ships, they shook when the shield took blows.

The mage glared at me before whipping his hand in my direction. A bolt of lightning flew from his fingertips. I turned sideways, letting the bolt impact the shoulder with my good hand. I barely felt the pain thanks to my armor and elemental resistances. I didn’t have any way to stop him from casting inside his shield so I knew this was going to turn into a slugfest, his shield versus my strength.

He readied yet another spell as I cast Time Shudder, then I activated Area of Denial and cast Flurry of Blows since I was outside the area of his silence spell. My strikes impacted the mage’s shield in rapid staccato, causing the man to flinch and fail his newest attack. As each strike hammered home, the man stumbled and I could see sweat beading on his forehead. As my last strike impacted his shield, the man reeled but he was still protected. Not for long though. I Multicast and Overcharged Flurry before the man recovered and each strike rang like a bell as his shield buckled and warped under the press of my assault.

I paid no mind to the attacks bouncing off my own barrier. The only thing that could get through Area of Denial were people with tier two stats. And I would know by the shield cracking.

Sort of like how this mage knew his end was close as his shield began to crack under my onslaught.

On the second to last blow of my skill, his shield shattered and turned into motes of light. The mage collapsed to the ground, blood pouring from his nose. I strode over, well aware the man had burned all of his mana to keep his shield up to no avail. I whipped out A stunning gust behind me in a crescent slash, knocking the feeble attackers away from my back as the pirate mage looked at me with disdain.

“The boss will kill you for this affront!” the man spit, blood landing on my armor and dripping down.

“Good, he can get in line,” I wound up my staff and put my entire body into the blow. The man’s head deformed like a rotten melon as his body flew across the deck. I flicked the brain matter from my staff and turned back to my other tormentors.

I cracked my neck and grinned behind my mask as I stalked forward, I could practically feel the fear emanating from my opponents.

            

    
        Chapter 215: Joining forces

    
    
    
    
                I realized as I was about to rejoin the battle that something had changed. It took me a moment to figure out what it was. The pirates had stopped fighting amongst themselves and the survivors were all looking toward me and my crew.

Even Barcos and Sarvis had broken off their conflict, neither man looking tired at all from the prolonged fight. But they weren’t staring at us, they were staring past us. I risked a look over my shoulder and saw we were barreling toward Sarvis’s ship.

“Oh, fuck!”

My words seemed to be the match as the pirates boiled into a frenzy of motion, some went for the hatch, others activated their flight skills, and the rest rushed us as if we had any control in this situation.

I felt Barcos clap his hand on my shoulder before speaking, “might wanna hold on, Captain, The next bit could be a little rough.”

I barely had time to nod before the null beam fired. The enemy ship’s shield popped like an overinflated balloon only moments before the ravening blast of mana tore through its deck like tissue paper. What surprised me was the fact that the ship was still aloft and not crashing into the ocean below after the attack.

Then I felt like my body weight increased several times over as the Retribution soared skyward. I was confused by Khikall’s maneuver for a moment before I felt my entire body tingle. I groaned in realization and had enough time to store my staff and drop to the deck, followed shortly by Barcos and a surprised Em’ah.

The Retribution practically skipped off the deck of the enemy ship with a grinding lurch skyward. Not all of that was due to the collision though. The full-body tingle I felt was Khikall adjusting the levitation plates. Only he must have realized he turned them the wrong way before quickly correcting his mistake. Not that it would have saved us from hitting the ship, the system wasn’t designed for rapid height changes without being close to another surface.

I did feel when the runes kicked in though and if we hadn’t been laying on the deck, it would have likely broken bones, even so, I grunted under the strain of the ship launching into the sky off of the other ship. If we survived through this madness, I was going to have a word with Khikall about this little maneuver.

Using what little strength I could spare, I managed to look up and see the remaining pirates were far worse off than us. A few had been smart enough to hit the deck but most were collapsed and screaming, their shin bones being shoved through their legs and out through the sides, or worse, were flattened outright. Their low Strength or Endurance made it impossible for some to survive the high-G maneuver.

As soon as the weight lifted, the surviving pirates jumped to their feet to continue their assault. Oh those foolish pirates, so eager to kill us they didn’t yet realize what comes after an unaided rise. The ship experienced a moment of weightlessness before dropping from the sky like a brick.

Startled by the ship falling while they were rushing toward us, the pirates lost contact with the deck and we whizzed past them before they could even activate their skills to try and fly back. At least that’s what happened with the uninjured survivors. A few of the wounded managed to clear the back deck but I heard more than a fair share of wet slaps as bodies and wounded impacted the raised section along the back of the ship and went sailing off the top or sides.

I didn’t spend long on thoughts of dead pirates as I hurried to pull my control tablet out while desperately clinging to the deck plate with my weakly magnetized boots. It didn’t help that Barcos and Em’ah are clinging to me as well, and I can feel myself sliding back towards the hatch where there is no magnetization to keep me stuck to the deck. I managed to pin the tablet to the deck with one elbow and use my free hand to scroll through the controls to get to the correct setting.

I realize at this moment, I should have designed a better interface. I cursed as I scrolled past the command I needed and quickly scrolled back, tapping the control to bring up the field strength. I use my finger to push the slider to maximum and feel every bit of metal on me get sucked tight to the deck.

I groaned in pain again as I realized my mithril wasn’t as non-magnetic as I thought, just weakly magnetic. But it was enough to force the breath from my lungs. I decided breathing was more important than a bit of extra magnetism, so I dialed down the force until I could breathe again.

It seems it was just in time as the Retribution was starting to level out but we were far lower than our normal altitude. I dialed the field back some more as our ship fled from the combat zone. In the distance, I could make out the damaged but still flying enemy ship.

There was no sign of the ship we were pursuing but I was not overly surprised by that. What I was surprised by was all of the survivors heading to the damaged ship. I know for a fact some were from the other ship.

“Captain, we got a problem,” Em’ah pointed to the east.

When I looked over, I was greeted by the sight of four ships trying to cut off our escape. Somehow the enemy managed to secure their prize or win over the former slave pirates. Well, some of them at least.

“Get below deck, we need to make a run for it and I want off this insane rollercoaster.”

Em’ah scurried to the hatch while Barcos stepped up beside me and looked at the ships coming for us. He let out a sigh, “a shame, I was having a good fight.”

I looked at him incredulously. “Why didn’t you just kill him so we could clear the deck, then perhaps we could have taken down at least one of those warships?”

Barcos had the audacity to shrug, “the man was good. Better than I thought, but not quite good enough for me to commit to using any more skills on him. But if we ever tangle with one of the pirate kings’, I’ll be sure to give it my all.” With that, he turned and headed below, leaving me to gape. I really wanted to punch that smug ass smile off the man’s face but I needed to get much more skilled before that day would come.

With five ships to our one, the enemy had options. Likely they would try and box us in, but without an island to act as a wall, it wouldn’t be nearly as effective. If they were faster, they could surround us but even with the damage the ship endured during the fighting, we held the speed advantage.

I took one last look at our new enemy and tromped below deck.

***

Khikall was rattled by the impact against the other ship. He knew the captain was going to be pissed. Then there was the damage to the ship itself. Large portions of the display were blinking yellow or red. The parts of the display that were still working, that was.

The impact broke a key component for the external view and half the outside view was just the interior wall. He was effectively blind on the right side of the ship until the captain fixed it. Khikall really hoped the captain could fix it, he had gotten used to having a full three-hundred-and-sixty-degree view of everything.

Em’ah was the first to stumble into the command room. He heard her hiss quietly as she took in the damage before she took her seat and strapped in before there were any more violent moves.

Barcos came next and Khikall heard an aborted snort of amusement that the man tried to cover by coughing. Barcos came up and patted Khikall on the shoulder. “Not your best flying but we’re alive. Although, I should probably mourn for you now since the captain will probably kill you after seeing the damage you caused.” The man laughed as he leaned away from Khikall’s half-hearted punch before taking his seat as well.

“You really think the Captain will kill Khikall over this?” Em’ah asked in concern, which only made Barcos’s snorting laugh even louder.

“Probably not… although, this ship is like his baby so who can say for certain. Khikall, do you prefer casket or cremation? Assuming the captain doesn’t just toss you into the ocean.”

Khikall didn’t rise to the provocation, he knew this was Barcos’s way of getting back at him for that little joke earlier. It was probably a good thing he didn’t as the captain took that moment to walk in.

“Oh, what the fucking hell!”

***

I was too tired and sore to be pissed about the damage, although, I did glare at the back of Khikall’s head for a good thirty seconds in complete silence. It felt good to make the man fidget nervously but even that small enjoyment wasn’t worth it as I realized I needed to get the ship to at least yellow status or we may actually fall out of the sky.

I quickly checked on the mana reserves and while they were holding, they were barely holding and that was without the shield being on or any other stealth system. I quickly ran through the damage list, each new system making my hopes fall just a bit more.

Half of the turrets were scrap from the fight and would have to have the entire dome replaced before they would be functional again. But they were still drawing power. It was a simple command to detach the damaged units as they were only connected to the ship by runic means. All but one successfully detached and plunged into the ocean below. That freed up a bit of energy but it seemed like one of the main power conduits was leaking mana. I was glad that raw untamed mana wasn’t inherently dangerous, at least in this quantity. It took something focusing the mana before it became deadly.

“Keep us heading in this direction. I'll try to make some repairs so try not to move too much or you’ll scramble my brains while I'm in the maintenance corridor.” I waited for Khikall to nod before I hurried out of the room to grab tools and spare parts. I was hoping fixing the power conduit would also fix the view screen. If not we would be shit out of luck until we made it back to port because I didn’t see any damaged runes, which meant tearing out entire walls to find the damaged section behind them.

I vented my frustration by grumbling about getting a better crew and having a larger ship for next time.

            

    
        Chapter 216: Overhaul

    
    
    
    
                I had to remove my armor before I could shove myself into the tight crawl space behind the bulkhead and wall. Thankfully I fit. Otherwise, I would have to remove an entire wall section to get at the damaged areas. It wasn’t the worst outcome but it would take far longer to remove those than it would to simply slide behind it. I suppose if I was in dire straights, I could just rip the panel off with brute strength but purposefully damaging my ship felt wrong.

The power conduit wasn’t like a normal electrical cable or even like the distribution lines I laid down on previous designs. Those worked to carry magical power in a similar way to my power conduit but were thin and easily torn. So when I designed the Retribution, I created the conduit as an upgrade. It was a series of finger-thick mithril bars that were square. The bars were mounted to rubber grommets that allowed them to flex and twist as needed. The runes carved into them did the rest.

And they worked great, except with the flexibility came a lack of durability, although, they were still stronger than a normal steel cable. They just weren’t designed to have the sharp edge of a compressed titanium plate shoved through them.

I sighed as I came to the damage, it wasn’t visible on the outside wall because the damaged armor panel had stopped when it impacted the exterior of the bulkhead.

The lines would have to be repaired but that was for later. I didn’t have time to remove the damaged section and splice in a new one, so I did a quick and dirty fix. I shimmied underneath the panel and sliced off a foot of each broken cable with a mana knife. This needed to be done to remove the corrupted runic section. Since the runes just repeated continuously this was rather easy. I then slid on a connector with a power ribbon attached to one end.

I unrolled the power ribbon until It could reach the other side and lopped off another damaged section. I cut the end of the ribbon, leaving it longer than it needed to be, and clamped it into another connector. As soon as I slid the connector in place, the entire line flashed with mana as it began working again.

I wrenched my arm around and pulled out my radio. “Ok, cloak should be working again.” There was an affirmative response from the radio as I tucked it away. I sighed, only three more lines to do on this side.

It took me the better part of an hour to reattach the four conduits. Not because it was all that hard, but because it was a pain to move within the tight space. I also had to make sure the conduits couldn’t touch each other or there would be bleed over.

The radio crackled to life as the last connection was made. “Captain, the view screen is working again but the enemy is still chasing us. We are gaining ground but I don’t think we can lose them like this.”

I was afraid this would be the case. Ever since I learned there was a way to track mana fluctuations, it was only a matter of time until some pirate crew had a capable person aboard. It's probably how they spotted us in the first place while we were invisible.

I extricated myself from the crawlspace before responding. “Keep going, try to find us an island to duck behind in the next few hours. I think I have an idea how to lose them.”

“Roger, captain,” Khikall replied. I felt the ship turn slightly and I steadied myself on the wall. The main issues may have been fixed but the Retribution was no longer in fighting shape. The shield was still broken thanks to the same armor plate that punctured the outer hull. Luckily the cloak didn’t rely on the same runes to operate.

I made my way to the command room and nodded to the others. “Are we on a good heading, I can't have any sudden movements for at least an hour.”

“Um… we should be good, captain, but I can slow us down a bit if you want more time.”

I thought over Khikall’s suggestion and nodded. “Do it, but not too slow, I have a feeling our opponents may not be showing their entire hand yet.” I had seen the fast attack ships that pirates liked to use, and hadn’t seen a single one from the enemy fleet yet.

Khikall gave me the okay and I unlocked the power distribution cabinet with my hand. The runic lock flashed white and the panel popped open to reveal the mana heart. I heard a couple of gasps and turned to see Em’ah and Barcos staring at the crystal. “By the gods, no wonder this ship has so much power. I don’t think I have seen a crystal that large on anything short of a dreadnaught.”

I thought Barcos was being overly dramatic at first but going by Em’ah’s expression…maybe not. “Really? Huh,” I turned back toward the cabinet with a smile as I enjoyed the stunned silence. I slid the power tray out and examined it for damage. It appeared to be fully intact.

I had to open the cabinet to access the power control function for the whole ship because I couldn’t implement this change on the consoles. I could turn off the passive mana gathering from any console but I needed to shunt a massive amount of mana from the crystal to the exterior of the ship. So instead of creating a void in the mana as we passed, there would be an excess of mana. A smokescreen if you will. At the same time, I would need to disable the mana gathering array and we could hide anywhere on the island until our pursuers went away. At least that was the idea.

I first needed to see if my idea would work. It was similar to the null beam in concept but not in execution. Although making the ship one giant omnidirectional null beam was appealing, it wasn’t practical simply due to the fact that the energy would tear the ship apart since it wasn’t made from mithril.

I finished the programming and input it into the main power console. Carefully I slid it back into its housing and sealed the armored panel closed. The lock flashed again and the runes quickly vanished leaving it looking like a simple bulkhead.

It had taken me less time than I thought, which was good because it gave me time to strap in moments before Khikall raised an alarm and shoved the ship forward at full velocity. “Enemy has launched intercept craft, they know we are going to try something as we get to the island.”

“Concentrate on flying. Barcos, Em’ah, split the remaining turrets between you two and keep them off of us. I have to concentrate on this next part, we only have one shot at this.”

The fast attack craft only had one cannon but they also had grappling hooks. If they managed to get attached before I carried out my plan, we would be fucked. The Retribution tilted violently as a cannonball streaked by just below. This was followed by two more. I felt the ship rumble as the turrets fired out of sync.

The enemy craft broke off and circled back around for another attack. We were nearing the island but I waited. The enemy ships got closer but still, I waited. It wasn’t until the enemy ships fired again and the cannonball sailed past us that I activated the new command.

Everything inside the ship went dead as the entire core dumped its stored mana around the ship. We started falling through a haze of expanding mana and I turned off the passive recharge. After what felt like an eternity but was only a few seconds, I turned off the command to dump all of the stored mana and started feeding my personal mana into the core. I disabled all systems except the cloak.

“Find us a place to hide,” I ordered as all of my concentration was on keeping the ship flying by feeding it mana.

I complained about Khikall’s reckless flying but I had to admit it was effective. We found a spot to hide while the enemy ships bombarded the island searching for us. They knew we had to be there as escape would be impossible without leaving a trail.

Well… they were right, sorta. Khikall came up with a daring plan, although I had to veto part of it.

After the enemy ships had circled around the island long enough to muddy any trail, we simply slipped in behind their ships. Khikall wanted us to follow them away but I thought that was too dangerous an option so I proposed we just backtrack along our old path. We could have hidden in one of the other ships' old wakes but there was a much narrower margin of error there.

So after four hours of playing hide and seek, we split off and followed the original trail back. Not as easy as you would think. Since Em’ah’s skill didn’t work from inside the ship and Em’ah couldn’t go above deck or it would expose our position, we had to come up with an alternative. That alternative involved me torching a fucking hole in the front of the ship so she could peer through it from inside.

I was going to add a periscope to my next design, this was ridiculous.

Despite the crude method, it worked and we sailed away from the island without pursuit. Once we were well out of range we cut in a new direction and blasted toward the pirate island we freed, to effect repairs.

Three days of travel didn’t seem like much in the grand scheme of things but for a heavily damaged ship it was. Especially when I had to continuously supply it with mana. I got Em’ah and Barcos to pitch in but neither had mage-based classes so their mana was very limited. To say I was tired was an understatement as we limped into port in the dead of night and with the mists as thick as I had ever seen them.

After sleeping an entire day to recuperate, I inspected the damage for the first time. The others had snuck off at some point and were probably enjoying a beer down at the bar. But that was fine, I had a few former slaves here to help. I was going to need it.

The damage to one side wasn’t all that bad except for one section where four armor panels butted together. Apparently, that was where a cannonball struck resulting in the panels folding in and piercing the hull to slice through the power conduit.

So it was a design flaw on my part. I should have had two layers of armor offset to prevent this issue. A note I added for future designs. Already workers were pulling out the ruined sections. They were quick to pick up on the benefit of a plasma torch.

If that were the only damage I wouldn’t be so grumpy. The main damage was to the underside. Entire armor plates were mangled. Some sported scoring from explosions but the main damage was caused by our impact on the other enemy ship. I watched as a dozen men pulled on a chain attached to one of those panels. The metal groaned as it bent out and the damaged turret finally released from its deformed socket, held in only by friction.

I was glad it had held, if it had come loose during our escape, all of our efforts would have been rendered useless in an instant when the cloak failed. There was no way I was capable of doing the repairs myself in any reasonable amount of time. It was faster to direct these dock workers to do it for me. Money was less precious to me than time right now. With everything in the area spiraling out of control I wanted to be back up and running as quickly as possible.

On that note, I inspected the remaining weapons. While they didn’t see prolonged use, I could already pick out the telltale signs of wear and tear on some of them. The overall winner in terms of resilience was the ones made from the strange bone powder. I guess I shouldn’t be overly surprised by that. At least I had an easy means of making replacement weapons now.

While the workers were removing broken components, I set about pressing and forming new guns. I was just going to replace all of them at once. This way I knew everything would be good to go. It also gave me time to inspect the runes connecting the turrets. With so much damage some of those might have become damaged as well. Better to find out now than in the midst of another fight.

I also debated on adding a second layer of armor to the ship now but decided our speed was more important than armor. Plus we had the shield… well, once I fixed the runes we would have a shield again.

            

    
        Chapter 217: The Enforcer

    
    
    
    
                Sarvis limped past a line of bloody and broken men as they kneeled on the deck. He didn’t follow the policy not to show weakness to subordinates. For him, it was more important to show that he would push through the pain.

He growled deeply as he walked, making those closest to him flinch, but otherwise remain kneeling.

Good, if they had moved he would have cut them down for he needed no cowards on his ships. This little display was as much a test as it was a recruitment. The people before him were a mix of the captured crews and the survivors of his main ship. Already he had killed his second in command for incompetence, his cold dead body now more useful feeding the denizens of the ocean than being a pirate.

His flagship was a mess. Half of the enchantments no longer functioned. The ones that did were having issues keeping them aloft and moving forward. He would sooner give his own life than abandon one of his fleet of ships so he limped it along and they joined in the bombardment of the empty island his quarry hid on.

He had had not truly believed the reports from their spies, hidden amongst the crews in the failed attempt to capture that strange ship. That failed debacle was led by that incompetent captain Tu’Cath. But the information was still valuable and Sarvis had prepared countermeasures to protect his ships.

This is why his ship still remained flying instead of on the ocean floor. The slave mages hidden below deck were used as nothing more than mana batteries to power the enchantments. At least the blast of destructive mana hadn’t taken out the main enchantment array. If that had fallen, it wouldn’t have made any difference how many mages he had aboard.

When his crew first spotted the strange trail and cloaked ship it didn’t take him long to decide on a course of action. The boss wanted that new weapon. Unfortunately, the enemy proved more resilient than he had anticipated. It galled him to lose to some unknown captain. And the man still eluded him so all Sarvis could do was vent his rage on this island in hopes of flushing his prey out. He didn’t put much stock on it working but it helped vent his crew's anger.

For eight hours his fleet reduced the island to bare stone, not a single tree or spot large enough to fit a ship remained but their quarry hadn’t been uncovered. Somehow, they had slipped away. It was as he expected, his quarry was wily.

It was a failure on his part, one that made some of his crew eye him with disdain. He couldn’t let the slight stand so he sent his scout ships out to search for any anomalies. No ship could disappear without a trace. They would find them and when they did, there would be a reckoning. But for now, Sarvis had to judge whether or not to keep these former slaves as crew.

When he looked at them, he saw anger. It was bottled but he could still see it in their eyes. When he came to the end of the line he turned and faced the leader of these slaves. A man by the name of Lichen.

This man didn’t hold anger in his eyes, only cold calculation. And going by the fact that he slew his former captain for angering the pirate kings he was probably smarter than most of the survivors.

“Why should I let you live?”

Lichen didn’t flinch at the question, he only raised his head and met Sarvis’s eyes. “If you meant to kill me you would have done it already. I figure you want my help.”

Sarvis roared in laughter, making some of the kneeling people jump in fright. His blade lashed out and four crescents of red energy tore those weak-willed men apart. “Perhaps,” he replied, watching Lichen’s eyes for any fear as he was forced to watch his former crewmates die. The man didn’t seem to care. Good. “Then again, perhaps not. You know who I am, Yes?”

Lichen turned his gaze back to Sarvis, “Yes, you are the Enforcer.”

“Good. Do you know why I was sent out to this shithole?” The man shook his head. “I was sent out here to deal with you and your people. But my boss saw an opportunity as well. Where there is upheaval, there is a chance to benefit. You are from around this area?” Again Lichen nodded. Sarvis didn’t mention the strange ship and the new weapon. The man didn’t need to know.

“Good.” Sarvis snapped his fingers and two crew lifted Lichen to his feet. “You will provide my cartographer with the locations of every pirate hideout and port around here. If I believe your information is valuable enough, I may take you on as crew. If not, well, your fate will be the same as them,” Sarvis gestured to the fresh corpses. “As for the rest of you!” Sarvis waited until all eyes were on him. “If I see anyone slacking off, you are going overboard. Now, get to work!”

Sarvis watched in glee as the former pirates scrambled to their feet and ran about like chickens with their heads cut off. The smart ones would figure out what to do quickly, the rest weren’t worth keeping. Sarvis didn’t have time to babysit his crew, the rest of the crew would police them for him.

***

The hidden port wasn’t much to look at, even more so now that the lone docked ship lay in tatters and the defenses had been picked apart by Sarvis and his fleet. But it would suffice for his needs.

He had already pressed the survivors, mostly slaves, into making repairs to his ship. He had to wait for a damn Guild representative from the Shipbuilders to arrive to fix the broken enchantments anyway. While this happened, Sarvis lounged in his cabin and examined the innocuous piece of leather that the former pirate slaves had turned over to him.

He had killed the first former slave, thinking him a liar but when the second and third corroborated the tale, he held off on killing them. It was only when he arrived at this festering shithole of a hideout that he was able to verify their claims. Of course, the slave he used to test it on was tossed into the ocean afterward.

Sarvis knew slaves had their place. They were perfect for menial labor and as objects of release, either sexual or otherwise but never on a ship. How could you trust someone with your life when they were forced to be there. He had overpowered larger fleets due to their sheer arrogance at thinking their massive numbers of slaves could somehow overwhelm his smaller but hardened crew of cutthroats.

But this little slip of leather was a game-changer. Offer a man his freedom and they would be almost as loyal as the crew he spent years with. You could never fully trust another pirate but if you all had a similar goal everything worked out. “Chas,” Sarvis called, his bodyguard opening the door a moment later.

“What’s up, boss?” like Sarvis, Chas was another Lionoide, although of a different clan.

“Get word to our spies, I want more of these items found. Also, see if they can figure out who is making them.” Chas caught the leather strap as Sarvis tossed it over. “One last thing, let the big man know we secured the first objective but we ran into a slight snag that may delay the second.” The failure would reduce his standing with the big boss but Sarvis had learned long ago not to try and hide failures from that man.

“I’ll send out the messages right away.” The man closed the door and Sarvis heard him stomping down the hall toward the communication room.

***

Jard sedately walked down the hall of the palace. He nodded politely to everyone he passed even though his news was of critical importance to Prince Lameen, but decorum must be maintained. While Jard didn’t see the point, he was at least skilled enough at pretending.

Eventually, he reached the end of the hall and a large ornately carved door with a guard to either side. The guards eyed him and Jard tensed as the soldiers gripped their long spears tighter in case he might be trouble. Even though they knew him and he had been here only yesterday. He didn’t know whether he should feel glad that they took their jobs so seriously or offended. Instead, he did neither as he cleared his throat and knocked lightly on the door.

“Enter,” came the reply a few minutes later.

Jard pushed the double doors open and closed them quietly behind him before turning to meet his Prince with a deep bow.

“What is it today, Jard? I don’t have much time.”

“Apologies, my Liege. This information pertains to your… brother.”

“Out with it then, what has that man gone and done now?”

“Our spies are still gathering information but evidence suggests Barcos may have been responsible for these slave uprisings.”

“As much as I want my brother to be so foolish, what brings them to this conclusion?”

“The ship your brother is currently crewing aboard was spotted at a number of the islands now seeing issues. One might be a coincidence but he was spotted at three before the slaves started revolting in the streets. Also one was where that city guard was strung up. As you know that entire city had to be put to the sword after they gathered up the remaining guards and hanged them for all to see.”

***

Prince Lameen sat back in his chair with a thoughtful look on his face. Yes, he could use this information to finally get those geriatric generals into motion and deal with this unrest. So far they had been unwilling to come down too hard on the citizens for fear of causing more unrest but if a disgraced prince was behind the animosity it could fracture the entire protectorate if left unchecked.

“Do we know where he is now?”

After some hand wringing, Jard finally replied, “no, my Liege. We do have rumors that the ship he was on engaged with the Enforcer’s fleet though. But they fled from the fight if the rumors are to be believed.

Lameen frowned, more bad news but if his brother's actions didn’t get the generals moving, then the pirate kings’ lackeys in the area would.

“Send invitations to the generals and the leaders from the other houses. I believe it is time for a war council.”

Jard bowed one more time before scurrying out of the room like a rat. Lameen couldn’t stand the weasel of a man but he was useful. After the door shut, Lameen activated the enchantments that prevented sound from escaping or anyone from scrying on him.

Then he lifted the small box from a hidden cubby within his desk and set it down before lifting the lid. Inside was a small piece of mirror. Lameen didn’t have to wait long for someone to appear on the other end.

“Prince Lameen, to what do I owe the pleasure of your communication?” the pirate known as Black Gar said sweetly.

The delicate waif of a man on the other side of the mirror could easily be overlooked as a pirate. His delicate half-elven features and expensive, yet tasteful, attire would have many mistake him as a prince himself.

“I hear your hunting dog had a run-in with my brother.”

“Oh, that little fight, I almost forgot about it,” the man smiled kindly but Lameen could see the humor never reached his eyes. “It seems your brother and his captain wounded my man’s pride more than anything. You wouldn’t happen to know where the craven rat is hiding so he could rectify this issue?”

“If I knew where my brother was, I would go there and deal with him myself.” Black Gar tittered at Lameen’s proclamation, making him fume.

“Oh sweet, Prince. Let us leave the unsavory work to our lessers. Now, it is such a joy speaking with you but is that the only reason you called your dear friend?”

Prince Lameen ground his teeth in frustration but kept his face neutral. “No, I wanted to inform you, that we are mobilizing a war council.”

“Oh…and what pray tell do you need a war council for? Certainly not a few unruly slaves?”

“Not just a few slaves. Evidence points to my brother’s involvement with freeing them.” Prince Lameen might have been mistaken but he thought he saw Black Gar raise one of his eyebrows slightly in curiosity.

“I wasn’t aware your brother was an enchanter. My what a talented man.” Lameen bristled at the barbed comment. It also seemed like Black Gar already knew how the slaves were getting free. Lameen had only learned about it a week ago himself.

His first thought was the Guild trying to cause trouble but the Director assured him, no Guild representative was responsible for the current troubles in the Protectorate. An oath of truth confirmed he was not lying. But if not the Guild then who. It didn’t take long to whittle down the possibilities to one ship. Nobody had seen the Captain so much as approach any of the hot spots. An oversight as Lameen’s agents were more focused on keeping an eye on his troublesome brother. But if his brother had been at those ports, then so had the captain.

A rogue enchanter would explain many things. The strange ship, the way he talked three experts into joining his crew, despite the risky endeavor to hunt down pirates. The fact that the ship seemed to disappear and reappear at random spots and there was always trouble afterward.

If that was the case, then the Guild must already be aware of the man as well. A man like that was too dangerous to let roam freely for long. Capturing him for Lameen’s own ends would not end well. Lameen wasn’t stupid enough to go against the Guild, but killing the man would work just as well.

Lameen closed the box, ending his conversation with the annoying pirate. The two weren’t friends or even very friendly. It was an alliance born of mutual need and nothing else, one that he was beginning to regret making. Lameen looked at the time. He had twenty minutes before the council meeting so he spent it going over what to bring up and what to hold back.

            

    
        Chapter 218: Island retreat

    
    
    
    
                Ship repairs were progressing adequately. I say that not to disparage the time and efforts the workers put in just that I had never accounted for proper major repairs when I built the Retribution in the first place.

It was a major mistake on my part and was making everything ten times harder to complete. Take replacing the power conduits. Entire sections of the wall had to be removed to get at the areas in question. It was a good thing spatial storage was a thing, otherwise, even that step would have been impossible. I made a note to include smaller service panels for hard-to-reach places in future designs. Having to remove dozens of screws to get at one section was a nightmare.

But that was the least of my issues. What I had mistaken for armor or surface damage, turned out to be structural. The entire keel of the ship had twisted slightly. Replacing it simply wasn’t possible. So the workers did their best to straighten it out, but to do that they had to cut away the armor along the keel as well as two layers of welded titanium plates.

I sighed as I watched the ship being sliced open. It felt like someone was butchering my favorite pet. Self-repair was high on the list of runes I was going to look into. I doubted I could get enough hydra scale to cover an entire ship. Not that the Retribution showed up as a magical item anyway so I doubted it would work as I envisioned. At least now I knew why the Shipbuilders preferred wood over metal construction.

Watching them work on the ship made me too melancholy so I returned to casting my new mana cannons and mana lasers.

Detail here mattered so I took two full days carving the mold blank to exacting detail. I already had plenty of ground-up bone powder for what I needed. I could have used my earlier mold but I had rushed that one a bit. Better to start fresh for the best results.

The first thing I did was pack the powder next to the raised runes. This would ensure there were no voids. I then lightly coated the entire wall. This step wasn’t as important but it still helped with the overall strength of the finished product. I then filled the cavity a bit and used a flat wooden mallet to pack the layers down. This was the longest part of the process. But I was still able to pack a mold in under a minute.

It helped that the powder was weirdly tacky to itself and nothing else. Which meant I didn’t need mold release. I warmed the entire mold over an open flame to set the exterior before popping it out of the mold and sanding the release lines off. Then in the kiln, it went. I already had a dozen barrels ready to heat treat and harden. I also had about two dozen failed attempts as I tried to master the process. I would break them down and reuse the good material later.

At one point I figured out that having raised runes on the weapons worked just as well as making a negative mold but was much quicker to build. It also made it easier to get the details. Unfortunately, I found out the raised runes were prone to chipping off either during the heat treating or as they cooled. Making those efforts a complete waste of time.

To try and save those attempts, I dipped the entire finished cannon in epoxy then trimmed it away from the front and connection points.

It made for an oddly jello-like appearance to the finished barrels. I hated it and I couldn’t say why. So I scrapped those attempts as well along with my first mold and came up with a better way to make a mold. The runes needed to be embedded into the finished product, but instead of carving away everything except the runes, I simply welded metal to the inside where the runes would be and carved those areas until they were perfect. With the mold being split lengthways it wasn’t all that hard.

I could have just done the same thing I did on my first prototypes and carved the runes by hand after forming the barrel. But I didn’t want to carve thirty plus new weapons, not to mention the spares.

Perhaps if I had a rune crafting class and it earned me experience, it would make sense to do it that way. But I was on the clock.

I don’t know if the others picked up on this but if the Enforcer had captured the pirate ships, which seemed to be the case. Then they had people that knew about this island. Maybe not our role in freeing it but perhaps the fact that the freeing of slaves originated at this point. So it was only a matter of time until someone came by to check it out. Considering how we fared against one of those warships, I didn’t like our odds against three. Let alone the addition of the other ships with them.

I wasn’t going to be an ass and hide this fact from the people currently residing here… I was just going to wait until repairs were complete before I brought it up. It was a bit of a dick move, I knew that. But they only had themselves to blame for this current predicament. I didn’t tell them to give a bunch of pirates the ability to free themselves and rampage across the islands until they drew the ire of the pirate kings, they did that on their own.

At least they had a few ships and a steady shipment from the Guild merchant. So they could leave if they needed to once I told them. Or they could hunker down. The island was certainly far more defensible than it had been.

Each island bunker had portable shield emitters now. Along with a full complement of cannonballs.

It was surprising to learn that most of the island cannons only had three or four enchanted cannon balls prior to my arrival. The rest were simply iron cannonballs that weren’t all that effective against a shielded vessel.

I guess the cost was too prohibitive or maybe they were afraid an errant strike could set off all the rounds at once. I didn’t think that was possible, otherwise, pirates wouldn’t risk the deadly payloads on their ships.

***

I stepped into the noisy bar as the smells of alcohol and surprising appetizing food hit my nostrils. It didn’t take me long to find the others. They were holding down a table and talking animatedly. Apparently, Barcos was miming his fight against the Enforcer, using a chicken drumstick as his weapon of choice.

He was using Em’ah as the Enforcer’s stand-in and she was stabbing at him with her bone swords. But Barcos expertly avoided her thrusts and would bop her on the face with the drumstick in reply while saying something I couldn’t hear over the laughing and cheering of the other bar patrons.

I couldn’t help it, I chuckled at the absurdity of the display. Em’ah wasn’t holding back either but Barcos was treating the whole thing like some big joke. But she didn’t seem to be too upset over it.

I walked over and joined the table.

“Captain,” Barcos saluted with his half-eaten chicken drumstick, “what brings you by this fine establishment? I thought for sure you would be holed up with the ship until every last repair was complete.”

“The workers are doing a fine job without me hovering over their shoulder. And my project is in the waiting phase, leaving me nothing to do. So I figured I would join my crew for some much-needed rest and relaxation.”

“So you were bored,” Em’ah added before her arm reformed and she took a long drink of her beer.

“Pretty much. I don’t like being idle, it seems wrong somehow.” I knew why it felt wrong. Before the System, I would race through my work just to sit back and waste time on whatever caught my fancy. But after the System, I had no idle time because I needed to spend that time to stay alive. When that no longer became the case, I used my free time to protect my friends. I certainly didn’t have any free time as a slave. Eventually, it was just ingrained into me to be doing something. Whether building a new runic device, weapon, armor, or leveling.

When my friends overcame Lord Vik’t’s attack, I was left treading water. With no apparent goal or drive, I wasn’t sure what to do until Martin gave me the proverbial kick in the ass to get going again. Since that revelation, I haven’t stopped doing something. This was essentially the first vacation I have taken since… and I was already hating it. I was fidgeting and nervous, waiting for the other shoe to drop or some big bad to come out of nowhere.

For most people, it would be crazy to think like that but I have pissed off so many people with my actions that it was more a foregone conclusion that eventually something would happen.

“Sometimes, you need to unwind and just enjoy the fact that you are alive, Captain,” Khikall toasted. While I didn’t completely agree, it would look bad if I left him hanging. I clinked my glass – that the server had just dropped off – against Khikall’s and downed the rather thick beer. It wasn’t a dark beer either, just unfiltered, leaving most of the sediment behind. Not the tastiest thing I had ever imbibed but also not the worst.

I realized I tended to get melancholic after a loss. Not much I could do about that, other than learn from my previous mistakes. It was sometimes easy to forget there were far more powerful factions and players in this world than I was capable of dealing with alone.

So while I enjoyed the company of my crew, I thought over the issues ahead. My crew wasn’t true friends as of yet, but if we continued to fight alongside each other we would eventually be. But that wasn’t one of my issues.

The first issue was the pirate kings’ and their fleets. It hadn’t been nearly long enough since I tasked Em’ah to rile them up so their presence had come as an unwelcome surprise when we accidentally came across the freed pirate ship we had been searching for.

Had they not been there, I would have tailed the fleet and waited until they attacked another pirate base before I struck. But I was forced into action to at least take one of the pieces off the board in hopes I eliminated the original crew who knew of the island of origin. It was a risky gamble at best and probably wouldn’t have worked out unless the other ships died in the fighting with the Enforcer’s fleet.

Unfortunately, the Enforcer wasn’t a bloodthirsty idiot like so many other pirates. He must have seen a value at keeping the enemy ships and their crews at least partially intact. Otherwise, he would have simply destroyed them all outright. So what were they after?

Information was the most likely reason I could come up with. And also my ship, or more likely my new weapon. It made more sense timeline-wise. I had first deployed it against Tu’Cath’s fleet of ships to fantastic results. It wasn’t hard to imagine the pirate kings’ had a spy or multiple spies aboard those ships. You don’t get to keep your position at the top for long without knowing what those below you are up to.

That was two reasons to send ships here. But to what end? They already tried to capture my ship once, otherwise, they would have just blown us out of the air after our shield was down. They had to know a second attempt would not go their way. But I wasn’t suicidal enough to stick around and test that theory. So they had other plans for this area… expanding their influence, I realized. And I gave them the perfect cover.

With the protectorate busy quelling the unrest and the slave revolt, the pirate king, Black Gar, had jumped at the opportunity to expand. But to be so well informed, he must have someone on the inside feeding him information. Someone who knew what was happening on every island and could see what was occurring before even the spies knew. Not a comforting thought.

I finished off my drink and the food on my plate before nodding to my crew and heading back to the ship to think some more. I really needed to get out of this area before it turned into a complete warzone. My need to eliminate that prick, captain Grulaine, for his unprovoked attack against me and my promise to help Khikall was the only things that kept me here. I also wanted to eliminate the Enforcer and his fleet but that wasn’t a possibility with my current resources. Leaving and coming back wasn’t an option either because I would have to start from scratch after the inevitable war that changed the entire political landscape of the Isles.

Joining the Guild was looking better and better. At least then I wouldn’t have to worry about all the political bullshit that was happening around me. But I still didn’t believe the offer was to my advantage. Director Tolish wouldn’t have made it unless he had more to gain from it than I did. All this politicking and political crap gave me a headache. I just wanted to explore the world and crush my enemies, was that so much to ask for?

            

    
        Chapter 219: Protectorate

    
    
    
    
                Admiral Levins surveyed the destruction with disconnected apathy. When his fleet of five had arrived, they found the city under siege from slaves and commoners alike. He had immediately ordered all ships to fire upon the town, not sparing a single thought of innocent casualties.

He did have to court marshall one of his captains when they refused his order but the orders were eventually carried out. The once prosperous port city was a burned-out husk. And he held a scarf over his face so as not to inhale the stench and insanity that had permeated the entire town.

His guards shoved corpses out of the way as he moved down the main avenue. Despite all the destruction, some rebels and their sympathizers had survived. He was here to pass judgment on them so he could move on to the next location. He had also heard rumors of one of the pirate kings' forces moving through the area and hoped for a confrontation.

Although that seemed slim with Prince Lameen ordering him around the area like a trained dog. Searching for the prince’s bastard of a brother was beneath an Admiral. Even if the reports he had read were true. It was one ship and at most a dozen crew. Hardly a worthy target to send five Legion assets after, even if they were responsible for this slave uprising.

Then again, being the commander responsible for taking down the Blademaster might just be enough to earn him a cushy retirement.

Finally, his guards pushed aside the last corpse and Levins stepped into the central square. A group of ragged individuals was tied and kneeling. Levins scoffed at their filthy appearance. They were covered in blood, dust, and ash. He knew the outer islands were less civilized but this was just absurd. A man had to have pride in his appearance in all things. Especially in war.

The admiral snapped his fingers and his aide ran up and held open a scroll for him. Levins didn’t need the scroll but he liked how it made him look regal.

“I, Captain Thadius Levins, am here to pronounce charges on those gathered. The charges are as follows. Insurrection; murder; aiding and abetting runaway slaves; theft of property of said slaves…,” he kept reading off the offenses, not that it mattered. The first offense was a death sentence. “How do you plead?” he had to ask for decorum's sake.

“Fuck you, you pompous sack of shit!” one of the gathered people yelled.

“Well, I never!” Levins bristled, “is simple decorum too much to ask for. I guess I shouldn’t expect more from a bunch of savages.”

There was a clamor from the other subdued captives but Levins ignored it as he slashed his hand downward. Admiral Levins turned and left before the first of the guard put a knife to the prisoner’s throat. It wasn’t that blood bothered him, he just preferred not to have his lunch ruined by the scene.

***

Prince Lameen paced slowly as he examined the territorial map that showed all of the protectorate ships. Anyone with an ounce of tactical sense would see the glaring hole in the coverage that led straight to the capital island.

He did his best to hide the movements of his followers but it would be noticed sooner or later. But he had to keep the path open long enough for that bastard Black Gar to get his fleet through so they could assault the capital and kill the other family heads as per their agreement.

This would leave Lameen as the sole surviving member of the Protectorate Council. Not that he trusted Black Gar at all. He knew if the notorious captain was given the opportunity, he would end Lameen’s life as well. This is why Lameen took great care to hide his current location.

The attack should begin any time now, he thought, as he looked at the clock. A bit of dust rained down from the bunker ceiling and Lameen smiled. Finally, his goals would be realized.

“Jard!”

“Yes, my Liege,” the man said rushing into the room.

“Bring me the communications orbs for the fleet.”

“At once, my Liege,” the man replied quickly before bowing and scurrying off to retrieve the items.

The entire island shook as dozens of cannonballs struck the city and shield. Prince Lameen didn’t have the ability to disable the shield but that was no matter. Over the years he had gutted their funding, leaving the resources to power the shield – which hadn’t been needed in over a hundred years – lacking. At best it would hold up for a few hours. And with the fleets away, there were few ships and even fewer island defenses to deal with a concentrated pirate attack.

Jard rushed back into the room a few minutes later, nearly out of breath but carrying two large boxes containing expensive remote communication crystals. With a grunt of effort, Jard set them on the table that held the map.

Prince Lameen waved the man into the corner, “wait over there and be quiet, I need to contact some of the admirals.” Without waiting for a response, Lameen opened the first box and the melon-sized opal orb began to glow.

The enchantments took a bit to activate so Lameen took one last look at the map. He needed any possible spies of Black Gar’s to be misled by his fleet assets movements before it was too late to pull away from the capital.

There was a popping fuzz sound as the orb finished powering up and a transparent rectangular screen was projected above it.

“Admiral Levins, have you finished your current directives?”

The pinch-faced dandy of a man tsked quietly before replying. “My mission has been a success, my liege,” Lameen heard the disdain in the puffed-up man’s voice but he ignored it for now. The man would do as ordered or the amount of blackmail Lameen had on him would lead to a quick walk off his own ship’s deck.

“I have new orders then. Redirect your forces north along Falrem Island and then head east.”

“Sir, If I may be so bold… I haven’t heard of any disturbances in that area yet. Have there been new reports I am not privy to?” Lameen ground his teeth at the man’s gall. Of course, the man knew there were no new reports.

If the Admiral wasn’t such a spineless twat, Lameen would take the comment personally. “Reports suggest that my brother and that ship may be around that area. I don’t have to remind you… Admiral… that it isn’t your place to question orders, but to follow them.”

“By your word, I will set sail at once.” The Admiral cut the connection on his end, as rude a gesture as he could make in the circumstances. Lameen would deal with him after. Or maybe if he got lucky, the vaunted admiral would die in the engagement. One could only hope.

The second orb connected to another task force of ships. This one, more secretive and with a different mission.

“Captain Adave, tell me we have good news?”

“My Lord,” the man bowed. “We have located the ship but are unable to get close enough to determine if your brother is there.”

While Lameen should reprimand the man for using the wrong title, it secretly made him giddy, for soon it would be his title as sole Lord of the Isles of Mist. He would deal with the remaining pirate kings’ and the upstart Federation in due time.

“It doesn’t matter, give me the location and I will send a task force to deal with him. Just make sure he doesn’t leave.”

“By your orders,” the stoic man clasped his hand across his chest before signing off.

Lameen smiled, everything was coming to fruition. His brother would be dealt with, that annoying elf that touted himself a pirate king would die and Prince Lameen would become Lord Lameen of the greatest kingdom on this new planet.

So lost in his glee, Lameen failed to notice Jard had moved from his corner where Lameen could keep an eye on him. It wasn’t until he felt the searing pain erupt in his back that he realized this mistake.

Lameen tried to scream or yell out to his guards but he found his voice didn’t work. He fumbled a health injector out of his storage ring and through shaky fingers managed to jam it into his chest as he stumbled away from his attacker but it did nothing for the blade still lodged in his kidney. Lameen stumbled  again as he felt another blade slide into his back. He finally had the sense to turn and see his attacker.

Jard stood there with a smile on his face and another dagger in his hand. “I had a bet with bossman that you would flee the island before the battle but the boss said you were too vain for that. Now I owe Boss Gar a stack of credits.” The man’s smile turned cruel, “I may be out the credits, but I plan on getting the most out of your hide before I let you die.” Jard waved negligently with his dagger, “run along now, it's no fun if I can’t give chase.”

Lameen knocked over the map table in his panic, sending the expensive orbs crashing to the floor and shattering. Jard’s cruel laughter chased him down the hall as Lameen stumbled past the corpses of his guards. A knife skipped off the wall next to Lameen, slicing into his cheek and causing him to flinch back. He saw a grinning Jard standing in the doorway hefting his other knife to throw. Lameen ran.

***

Black Gar had spent the better part of a century setting this plan into motion. The so-called pirate kings were nothing more than his underlings. Had been since long before they came to the isles. What better way to fool their opposition than to make it look like they were fighting amongst themselves. This way they weren’t perceived as a threat until it was too late to do anything about them. The fighting also made sure all of his crews stayed fresh.

So when he finally convinced that idiot prince to make his move – thanks to a fortunate series of revolts and uprisings – Gar wasted no time. When it came time to assault the capital island, Black Gar didn’t assault the capital with just his fleet. He gathered the entire combined armada of the Pirate King, which was him. The sight of his entire fleet gathered after so long brought a smile to Gar’s face. Well, most of his fleet, Sarvis had his own orders and now they had a location.

All of this was possible thanks to the royal buffoon with eyes of becoming a lord. As if a Lord was mightier than a King. Gar smiled as he sipped his absurdly expensive wine from his plush chair on the command deck. He watched the city shields buckle under his fleet's continued assault. He would strip this kingdom for all it was worth, then move on. This new world was a treasure trove of possibilities and he would not miss out.

            

    
        Chapter 220: Turncoat

    
    
    
    
                Captain Grulaine hissed in annoyance as his second in command handed him his “orders”. His second flinched back and hurried out of the room. If he hadn’t, Grulaine may have cut him down in a fit of pique. It galled Grulaine to be under the thumb of another. He had gotten rid of his father for that very same reason. And now thanks to a series of unfortunate events, he found himself beholden to the damn pirate king Black Gar’s lap dog.

How was he to know the repair yard where he went was controlled by that snake. If he had he certainly wouldn’t have agreed to the loan to effect repairs to his cannons and ship. Repairs that had taken far longer than necessary, and left Grulaine on the sidelines as the entire protectorate seemed to be crumbling around him. An opportunity-rich environment he wasn’t able to take advantage of.

But that wasn’t the most galling part. He found that his repairs were delayed on purpose so Gar could tighten his stranglehold on the local pirates. By the time Grulaine realized this, it was too late to leave. Five of the pirate kings’ top captains had shown up. Any captains or crew that refused to bend the knee, were simply killed. Without access to their ships, they had little way to stand up and fight.

He ripped open the sealed envelope and tossed it aside, reading the contents inside.

He was being ordered to reinforce the Enforcer’s fleet for some mission. What that mission was, he wasn’t notified about. He was only given the location of an island base and told to be there within a certain time. What wasn’t said was that if he failed to show up, he might as well pack his bags, tuck his tail between his legs, and flee because no place within the Isles would be safe for him.

Grulaine crumpled the piece of paper and hurled it against the wall of his ship’s cabin. The repairs that were held up for so long were magically completed after he agreed to serve. With no other option but to follow these orders, he stormed out of his cabin and started barking orders to his crew. He would do as demanded until he saw an opening. Then he would strike.

***

Admiral Markath realized something was off long before he lost contact with the capital. He managed to gather together three task forces worth of ships before making his way to the island.

He could already see smoke rising in the distance and he urged his captains to hurry. His scout ships were reporting a large pirate armada laying waste to the island. Preliminary numbers said the pirates outnumbered his fleet by three to one. But Markath was a patriot and he would try to save the capital even at the expense of his life.

He ordered his ships to group into three and focus on one target. His only hope for success was reducing the pirate fleets numbers enough to chase them off.

The fight kicked off as scouts from both sides engaged one another. Unlike the spread-out pirate ships, Markath’s fleet was in tight formation. They carved into the weaker ships on the backline of the pirate advance without slowing.

The fact that no enemy fighters attempted to board any of the Admiral's ships, boded ill for the citizens below.

Enemy ship after enemy ship dropped from the sky. Then one of Markath’s ships took too many hits and went down. The battle had already overflown the island so when the ship hit, it caused a massive amount of damage. The Admiral winced internally but kept pushing his fleet ahead. The surprise had faded and the enemy was beginning to come together.

The battle raged back and forth as more and more ships were lost. Markath’s fleet was dealing significant losses to the pirates but with each ship he lost, he was pressured more and more. He cursed the Guild ships he saw waiting in the distance. They could easily help turn the tide of this battle but they floated there, silent and uncaring for who the victor was in this battle.

Then Markath saw the capital ship of the enemy fleet. It was easily twice the size of any other ship. With five decks of guns and the telltale blue halo of an enormously powerful shield around it.

Markath knew this ship and cursed. For he had already spotted two other ships belonging to the pirate kings. Somehow the pirate kings had come together and Admiral Markath shuddered at the realization.

Making the hardest decision of his life, Markath ordered his fleet to retreat. More ships would have to be gathered to deal with this menace.

Unfortunately, the pirate fleet wasn’t so accommodating to his wishes. His remaining ships were forced to battle a fighting retreat, losing another eight ships in the exchange while only taking out an even dozen of the enemy ships.

By now Admiral Markath knew something was going on. He had spotted all of the capital ships of the pirate kings’ fleets. And not a single order had come from the city. He could only think of one reason for this, and that was one or more traitors within their ranks. It meant the Protectorate leadership was likely dead.

Markath directed his remaining ships to the Legion stronghold of Parsa. He sent the few remaining scout ships that survived the conflict to alert the other captains and admirals of what had transpired here. He would likely be labeled a traitor by his fellow admirals but he was fine with that. He wouldn’t needlessly throw his men’s lives away in the suicidal pursuit of revenge.

***

Garinyion, or as most people knew him, Black Gar, walked amongst the rubble of a stately villa. After the disappointing retreat of the Protectorate forces, it hadn’t taken his men long to secure the entire city for their own.

There were a few holdouts but nothing in this once grand residence. The inside of the residence showed very little in the way of damage. Some of the priceless art was splattered with blood but Gar didn’t mind. He found it heightened the pieces. Perhaps he would hang them in his stateroom.

He stepped through the ornately decorated double doors that were now broken and hanging to the side. The room was the typical royal meeting hall. With a long hall, carpeted in rich fabric. There were torn and tattered banners hanging from the second-floor balcony and the room showed the most signs of fighting out of any within the villa.

At the end of the room sat an ornate throne made from some magical wood. The throne was elevated by one step above everyone who came to greet the former master. When Gar looked at the throne, he smiled widely.

“Prince Lameen, so good of you to wait for my arrival,” Gar said with a mocking bow.

The Prince tried to respond but blood trickled from his mouth and down his chin.

“There, there, Prince, let me help you,” Jard said as he came from behind the chair and gently wiped the blood from the Prince's lip while injecting him with a health potion.

The prince jerked, trying to get away but his arms, legs, and even torso were pinned to the throne by a multitude of daggers and long jagged blades.

“Le- me go,” the Prince wheezed out.

“Now why would I want to do that?” Gar asked. “You’re my guest. Or am I yours? …I guess it doesn’t matter. You do know, it isn’t nice to scheme against your guest, people might think you…untrustworthy.”

The Prince tried to shake his head in denial, but Gar just tsked him. “There is no point denying it. I have had agents among your staff and loyal people for decades. Even now, half of your ships are being overrun by crews loyal to me. The other half will then be crushed by their former friends. And you, my fine Prince,” Gar slapped him lightly on the cheek a few times, “will get to watch as your hopes and dreams are all crushed beneath my cunning plans.”

Gar watched as tears began to drip from the Prince's eyes. He reached up and plucked a tear away.

“Why,” the Prince managed to force out of his raw throat.

“Why? Why not? I have the power, why wouldn’t I take everything you have? Did you assume I was some spurned local back for revenge? Psh, as if I cared one iota about this place,” Gar said, gesturing around the room with one arm, while he gripped the prince’s shoulder with the other.

His grip elicited a wince of pain as the man struggled against the blades holding him in place. “No, I will do as I have done for hundreds of years. Take what belongs to me and burn everything else before I move on to something bigger and better. You aren’t anything new or special, Prince Lameen. There are always people who reach beyond their means. The gullible many, and I have made an art form out of bending fools like you to my whim. So don’t cry over your failure now. Be glad that you get to join the ranks of my defeated foes.” Gar added with a devilish smile as he grabbed the Prince by the hair and ripped him off the throne causing him to scream in agony. “Come, little Lord, witness the end of your country.”

***

Somewhere in a nondescript stretch of sky, two dark-blue octopods flashed into being.

Xiph easily kept them aloft with his psionic abilities as he waited for his partner's report.

He heard an indistinct burble come from his companion moments before he got the telepathic message. “Here! Closer.” Ulq raised a tentacle and pointed to a group of barely visible floating creatures in the distance. 

Xiph didn’t recognize their species but they resembled familiar monsters from their home. Dangerous creatures that could stun and kill even him.

“We must be cautious if we are getting near our prey. I will freeze time while you hurriedly extract the information from them. We must be gone before my spell ends or the side effects will be disastrous.” Xiph coached his partner. Already he could see their mana disturbance had attracted the creatures’ attention.

He quickly spun his tentacles in a complex spell form that left burning crimson lines in the air behind his movements. A complex spell array was taking shape as he moved faster and faster, his mana usage drawing the floating creatures to them even faster.

“You only have a minute, then I will teleport us away.”

He could feel the burbling annoyance coming from Ulq but he ignored it as his last tentacle snapped the spell form closed and everything besides the two of them froze. “GO!”

Xiph watched Ulq zip toward the creatures as he monitored his quickly emptying mana pool. His mana regeneration rate was prodigious but this spell was one of the highest level spells he had ever acquired, being tier three.

If Ulq’s power didn’t require direct contact to determine fate lines, it wouldn’t be necessary for Xiph to utilize this spell at all. Already he could feel the spell slipping and some of the creatures had started shaking violently as they bumped into each other even before his spell took hold. As Ulq worked, Xiph Scanned the creatures. They were named gossomers and his spell let him know that they contained highly explosive mana gas mixtures. It was no wonder they had been attracted to his magic and he was glad his Danger Sense had alerted him.

After testing five of the creatures, Ulq finally flailed his tentacles about in satisfaction. “Link!”

Finally, after more than a month of blundering around blindly, they had found a new link to their quarry. “Come, my spell is becoming unstable.”

Ulq rushed back to his side as Xiph split a hole in reality. Ulq rushed through and Xiph entered right behind him. As the spatial tear closed, time restarted. If anyone were in the area to witness it, they would have seen an entire school of gossomers detonate in a massive explosion.

            

    
        Chapter 221: Troubled water

    
    
    
    
                I watched as the workers placed the last armor panel in position and began to weld it into place. It had taken a few weeks to repair the damages from our fight but the Retribution was looking almost new.

The replaced sections were clearly visible by the heat transfer in the titanium. I could easily fix that when I turned the thermal defenses on. It should make everything a uniform color. Paint would work too, I suppose, but why cover up the beauty of the metal.

It was a good thing the ship was complete, over the last few days, we had been getting reports from the Guild merchant ships that were stopping to trade, and they weren’t good.

Large fleets of pirate ships spotted raiding islands. The Capital of the Avulian Protectorate was sacked and all of the leadership missing. The remaining fleets of the Protectorate were attacking any ship that wasn’t theirs or the Guild's. Cities burning due to the slaves I helped free, it was madness and it was spreading.

Already I could hear concerned whispering coming from the islanders. It seemed to be split, half wanted to leave and make sure their families were ok while the other half wanted to hunker down and wait for the insanity to blow over.

I wasn’t sure either of those choices was a good one. The island was actually thriving. A few of the earliest evacuees returned and they brought others with them. Mostly families and whatnot, but still. As for an economy, I swear Barcos was of a mind to fund the entire thing by himself with his drinking alone.

While I didn’t think either choice the people were grumbling about was wise, they were probably better than what I was planning on doing. Information was key and we were lacking specifics, so with the ship fixed, we were going to head out and find out what was going on. I had a bad feeling about things and it wasn’t helped by reports of occasional ships being spotted on the horizon.

If they were pirates, they should have come to dock. Unless they were aware of what happened to the island or the previous pirates. If they knew, it didn’t matter. Neither I nor the people on the island could change that fact. The people were trained to man the bunkers and the cannons there, it would be up to them to hold the island in case of attack.

“All done!” One of the workers shouted.

I walked over and inspected the work. I had to admit, these workers improved quickly – superhuman stats helped a lot in those regards – the welds were perfect. A far cry from their initial attempts when I was training them. “Good work. I don’t have anything else for you fellers to work on, so why don’t you go enjoy a few cold ones on me.” I tossed a credit chit to the man that contained more than enough credits to get the ten men plastered. They earned the bonus.

I watched the men as they walked away and clapped each other on the shoulders in celebratory congratulations.

I was going to have Charles hire these men on and open up a secondary construction base here but I hadn’t received a reply from anyone back home since I left. Thinking about it, I wasn’t surprised. The message cards were enchanted. With my drainer installed in Saint June, they wouldn’t work. It was an idiotic oversight on my part but I didn’t have the time to work up a runic version to fix the issue. Not that I wanted them to send anyone to the Isles of Mist without a proper escort. There were far too many dangers without a guide.

The ship awaited, I stepped aboard the Retribution for the first time in a week. I had been staying at a small house nearby, to remain out of the way while the workers finished their repairs inside. Everything inside looked as good as new. It was actually better than new. I had ripped out or rearranged a lot of the internal systems to make them easier to fix or more redundant to damage. I also managed to improve the shield array by about ten percent. This did increase the power draw but it was nominal. It was also offset by the reduced power waste from my new weapons.

Who knew having proper mana conductive material for a weapon that conducted mana would be so much better.

All of the cannons had been replaced with my new ones. I even had spares to replace all of those. So I no longer needed the old ones. I decided to donate them to the defense of the island. I doubted anything short of a military fortress sported more firepower now. And while I didn’t have the time or resources to craft a city shield, I was quickly able to whip up shields for the weapon bunkers. They would only survive a few shots but it was better than nothing.

I’ll be honest, I did it because I felt a bit guilty about causing this whole mess that was going on in the Isles. Sure I didn’t force the pirate kings and their fleets to rampage across the area but they were likely taking advantage of the chaos, exactly as I wanted my target to do. And it worked. I had received word from one of Em’ah’s spies that Captain Grulaine’s ship the Forsooth had been spotted within the last week.

Khikall was raring to go after he heard that. I had to stop the geriatric jerboa before he tried to commandeer one of the docked ships belonging to the freed slaves. We had a little spat over it and after I was forced to physically stop him, he was avoiding me and sulking somewhere.

I tried to reason with him. “Our time would come,” I told him.

I sat in my command chair and started testing all of the ship systems. Despite our best efforts the ship still had some yellow warnings displayed. I cleared them away, there was nothing that we could do about them without scrapping the entire ship. It was fine though, it wouldn’t affect the overall performance of the ship too much.

I heard the metal of the ship creaking and groaning as I turned up the thermal defense. I didn’t leave it on long as it felt like being baked inside an oven when it was set to the max setting. As the ship popped and creaked while it cooled, I rotated the turrets and ran them through the virtual simulation. I noticed a few of the bottom turrets were a bit slower to orient. I sighed, it was caused by the distorted deck, making the pods rub in their alcoves.

I added a note to my log for improvements. I scribbled in, replaceable weapon mount sections instead of just the mounts only. It wouldn’t be easy to implement, but I would give it to Charles and his engineers to figure out the details. I was quickly learning that while I could come up with some powerful ideas, implementing them properly was not my strong suit.

***

“Where’s Khikall?” I asked Barcos as he stepped aboard.

“Em’ah went to fetch the ornery sod. Idiot has been drinking himself blackout drunk since your little hissy fit.”

“My hissy fit? He was the one that punched me for trying to stop him from running off and getting himself killed.” Sure I may have gone a bit overboard in my application of punishment but Khikall should have known better. And where did Barcos get off on commenting on other people drinking? The man was half alcohol himself.

Barcos shrugged, “you’re the Captain, it’s your right to discipline your crew. But you took it too far, Cap. Remember, I said you need to be better.”

I wanted to be pissed at Barcos, I was still slightly pissed at Khikall but despite his many flaws, I knew he was right.

“Get your shit sorted on board,” I grumbled. “We are going to have some dangerous days ahead, so no drinking until we get to port.”

I saw the ghost of a smile cross Barcos’s lips before he gave me a sloppy salute and walked below deck.

I somehow thought I was just played… or was he using this as training. The man was an enigma to me. He was essentially royalty, yet didn’t act like it, despised the thought of it even, and actively hated his government. And I didn’t even bring up the fact that if rumors were true, he was also likely the highest-ranked person in the government left alive, essentially making him the leader of the Avuilian Protectorate.

I didn’t bring it up with him because I had the strong sense that he was aware of this and was avoiding the responsibility. Plus I didn’t want him to beat my ass like I beat Khikall’s. Yeah, let's go with self-preservation over cowardice for not bringing it up.

Soon enough, I saw Em’ah. She had four people following her, and held between them was a drunken and irate Khikall.

Em’ah and crew pounded down the deck and she stopped midway down the ship and snapped off a crisp salute. “Permission to board, Captain?”

I quirked my eyebrow in confusion for a moment before I realized what she was up to. “Permission to board granted, sailor Em’ah. Welcome back.”

She stepped across the plank and stood beside me. The four burly men deposited Khikall none too gently on the dock and stomped off. Khikall cursed them out before picking himself off the ground and looking around in confusion. That was until his eyes landed on me. I heard him intake audibly before he straightened up and offered a salute. Although, a much sloppier one than Em’ah’s but still better than Barcos’s.

“Captain…per- permission to board?”

I gave the jerboa a long hard look before responding. “Do you remember one of the first things I told you after we met?” I would be surprised if he did, not many had my capacity for memorizing things.

“No-,” I thought he was just gonna say no, but he paused and kept going, “no useless people aboard your ship.”

I nodded. “Are you going to shape up and follow orders, or do I need another pilot?”

“On my honor as a Jerboa, I will follow your orders, Captain. I will also swear off alcohol if it means you will let me fly with you until I can get my revenge.” The man seemed to straighten up as he said this. I knew Jerboa took honor very seriously so this was probably as good an offer as I could ever get.

I nodded. “Get below deck and clean yourself up. I want us in the air in an hour.” I flashed a Cleanse through the man, causing him to twist sideways and hurl as his body rejected the alcohol.

“Right away, Captain,” he replied as he scurried across the ramp and below deck. I got a distinct whiff of body odor and stale alcohol as he passed and I was glad I had ordered him to clean up before he entered the command deck.

I felt Em’ah slap me on the back and I turned. “Good job, Captain. The man just needed proper motivation. He wasn’t like us prior Legion grunts but he knows he fucked up royally when he attacked you. He wasn’t drinking and avoiding you because you beat him. He was afraid you would kick him off the ship.”

Well, fuck, that made more sense now that Em’ah explained it to me. I nodded to the Ilixian spy. “Any news or idea where we should start our search?”

She smiled. “Oh, yeah, let's get below, I got plenty to share.”

            

    
        Chapter 222: The Storm

    
    
    
    
                After weeks of sitting around, the Retribution finally got to fly again.

Knowing we were leaving, the harbor was a beehive of activity. Cobbled together crews were drilling aboard the other captured pirate ships. The people knew it wasn’t a matter of if, but a matter of when another enemy would appear.

As soon as Khikall got us away from the docks and any possible collision, I engaged the cloak. It was far more effective now that I could enable and disable the automatic recharging system. The massive disruption of mana we used to leave in our wake was now a tiny trail.

I hadn’t had time to figure out a way to smooth our passing completely but this would have to do. I also had Em’ah watching for trails from a crudely assembled periscope. Now she didn’t need to be on the deck to use her Mana Sense skill.

Speaking of skills… I had picked up a few from the last fight. I also managed to finally hit level twenty in my Maw of the Void class. I stuck two of my stats in Strength, one in Endurance, and two in Agility since I wanted to bring them above the tier one threshold of twenty. I brought up my stats to see the changes.

Paul Fuller | Mantra Enchanter/Maw of the Void | Level 21/20

Strength: 22(+2) modifier x22

Endurance: 21 modifier x40

Agility: 22(+2) modifier x22

Perception: 18 modifier x22

Intelligence: 25 modifier x40

Wisdom: 16 modifier x22

Charisma: 11 modifier x22

Luck: 16 modifier x22

HP: 840(924)

Stamina: 462(508)

Stamina Regen(M): 880

Mana: 1000

Mana Regen(M): 352

They were straight-up monstrous. Most people of an equivalent level would have one maybe two tier two stats. But I had four thanks to my luck finding horde dungeons. It was too bad Fiona and I hadn’t been able to delve into that undead one.

I clenched my fist, feeling my muscles stretch and bulge. I don’t think I would ever get over the feeling of power that accompanied a stat increase. I didn’t look any bulkier or faster but it felt like my body had unlocked hidden potential. My movements were crisper, I felt better, and I had to take care not to damage things by mistake now. Yeah, that was a thing when you got physical stats above tier one.

I had tested my strength against some of the scrap armor from the Retribution. While it wasn’t easy, I was able to bend the compressed titanium sheets with both hands. Thankfully my master-crafted replacement hand was able to keep up with the new demands of my body.

It was no wonder Obidiah Kooth had knocked me through a wall and shattered my Area of Denial shield. Had he placed his stats in Agility instead, I don’t think I would have been able to touch him.

Next, I looked at the skills I kept from the pirate fight. I had already dumped most of them to the Void to try and get better skills but some were keepers, especially the one I nabbed from the mage.

Unstable Mana Vortex: Creates a vortex of unstable and dangerous mana that tears through a set path in a random fashion. Anyone hit by this vortex is dealt 10% of their mana pool in the form of direct damage and is subject to a damaging random magical effect. Any active magical effect or spell on the user may be turned against them as well, causing further damage. Triggered effects only last for five seconds, Mana Vortex lasts until it reaches 50m from the caster. Cost 150 mana, cooldown 30 min

This skill was nuts. While the base damage was low, or non-existent if the target had no mana, the other effects would more than make up for it. If you couldn’t predict what spell was coming at you you couldn’t defend against it. You could use a generalized defensive spell but that would just feed the Mana Vortex another way to cause you injury. Heck, I lost count of how many active spells I had on me at any given time.

I did a quick count, at a minimum I kept six abilities active, and up to as many as eleven. That didn’t even account for my magical items which I had a lot of.

Before our little spat, I mentioned the spell to Khikall, he grimaced. “That sounds a lot like what happens within a mana storm, only on a smaller scale.”

Since then, I hadn’t been able to test the spell. Its chaotic nature made testing it on the island a bad idea. Using it aboard the ship would probably be worse. But I would find a use for it eventually.

The next spell was interesting.

Halo of Indifference: Creates a halo of golden light around the caster that prevents and negates any mental effects. Will activate automatically to purge any harmful mental attack that could incapacitate the caster. Lasts 10 min. Cost 75 mana 75 stamina, cooldown 2 hours

I could have really used this spell back in the Jackal Pit. I also had a sneaking suspicion that this spell would have completely negated the magic of the slave collar but I sure as hell wasn’t about to test that theory. I kept this skill for one single reason, automatic activation. While I had my mental defense ring and the title that increased my mental defense, I wasn’t immune to attacks on my mind.

The last ability I kept was Sticky Grip. It essentially made it impossible for me to lose grip, either on my hands or feet, and it worked through shoes and gloves. It was an inexpensive and long-lasting spell so I simply added it to my buff list to run constantly.

There was a downside to the spell though. Grappling or kicking someone was a bit more difficult. I had to actively will my grip to release. This applied to walking as well. Thankfully I got plenty of practice with the skill and I was able to relegate it to the back of my mind most of the time. I still occasionally stumbled when my mind wandered and I found my feet stuck to the ground a half-second longer than they should have been.

***

I was getting increasingly antsy. We had been out of the dock for over a day and had encountered over a dozen small scout ships. We managed to destroy all but one as it zipped off into the distance when it came across us fighting another ship.

We trailed the ship but lost it when the mists rolled in. We ended up having to skirt away from where it headed because one of those mana storms, Khikall told me about, was brewing. My mana barometer had spiked so hard it broke and Khikall had to wrench the ship sideways to avoid the ominous multicolored fog.

Just looking at the phenomenon made my head feel itchy. And even being in close proximity made some of the ship's systems react oddly. Thankfully nothing stopped working and Khikall got us above the storm and away from danger… or so I thought.

Sitting dead center above the cyclone-sized storm was a group of fourteen ships. The ship we had been chasing led us right to them… or them right to us.

Our emergence above the mist didn’t go unnoticed. The stealth field was still rippling oddly by being too close to the storm and we left a pretty clear trail of mana vapor where we exited.

“He’s there!” I heard Khikall say through clenched teeth.

“…Who?” I asked but realized a moment later, the only person that got Khikall this angry was Captain Grulaine. I made the smart decision. “Get us out of here, we can’t take fourteen ships.”

It was too late though. Over two dozen small attack craft were already racing to intercept us. I strapped in and started activating the weapons before I radioed the others. “Strap in, we have incoming ships!”

I was pretty sure Barcos was either sleeping or keeping Em’ah company in the back by the periscope. I was pretty sure the two had a thing going on but it wasn’t any of my business.

The Retribution lurched in a roll and dove back toward the waiting mist below. I didn’t question Khikall’s decision. If he thought it was safer in the turbulent mana, then he was probably right.

We weren’t going to make it before the enemy ships arrived though. I watched as they grew closer and I could see cannons had been replaced by nasty-looking harpoons with mana heart tips. “Shield breaker harpoons. They mean to capture us, spin the ship to make it harder for their weapons to stick.”

Khikall gave a curt grunt before he started spinning the ship like a top. This made it harder for me to hit my targets but it was a worthwhile exchange. I fired at the same time three harpoons pierced our shield. Two deflected off the hull but the third almost gained purchase as it tore a line through the titanium armor. I wanted to know what the hell those harpoons were made of that they could tear through armor like paper.

Thankfully, I didn’t have to find out the hard way. I scored one kill before the Retribution dove below the mist. The only problem was, this enemy fleet was heading directly for the island we used as our base. We may have been away for a day but if we made a beeline back it would only take a few hours to get there. It was only our bad luck that a mana storm and the mist had covered the enemy’s tracks. We needed to get back to warn the people and prepare to defend the island.

I won’t lie, for a moment I did consider just up and leaving but I had grown to like some of the people on that island. They were all hardworking and never complained about their previous situations. Honestly, I felt more akin with them, than I did with anyone in Saint June, other than, Martin, Fiona, and Ska.

How did I know this pirate fleet was heading toward our island? Well, there wasn’t another island within days of our current location and even this island was out of the way. It’s what made it such an attractive base for pirates. Thankfully, the mana storms didn’t pass over islands. Something to do with the reason why the islands floated that broke the storms up before they got close.

Not that this information helped us at all. The enemy would use the cover of the mist to get close to the island. Without the ability to see, most of our defenses would be of little use. That’s why I needed to get the captured ships in the air. Three ships against fourteen were better than one.

***

The island was a hub of frenzied activity shortly after we arrived and told everyone what was going on.

The first person to approach me was surprisingly the Guild representative. “Captain Fuller, a moment of your time if you please?”

I sighed and walked over to the well-dressed man and his entourage. “You’re going to have to make this quick, we have incoming pirates.”

“Yes, about that. The Guild ships cannot take part in this conflict, unfortunately… unless that is you have decided to accept Director Tolish’s generous offer?”

I had expected this response since I heard rumors about the Guild ships not engaging in the defense of the Avuilian capital. And while it was tempting to take him up on his offer here and now and join the Guild, I wasn’t quite ready to accept yet. “I haven’t come to a decision on that matter yet.”

“A pity then. I wish you luck, Captain Fuller, and if you and your people survive I am sure we will meet again.” With a curt nod, the man turned around and his party headed straight for their ship which was already beginning to cast off from the dock.

I ground my teeth in frustration, but a few more ships weren’t going to do much to win this fight. It was eventually going to come down to a ground battle because the enemy wanted one thing, me or my ship. Well, they were going to have to kill me before that happened and I wasn’t going to go down easy.

            

    
        Chapter 223: Beachhead

    
    
    
    
                The meager fleet of ships I was now in charge of, rose from the dock and slowly spiraled into the air to get above the mist. The chaotic coloration of the mana storm was visible in the distance even through the mist. That meant the enemy was almost upon the island.

The Retribution was the first ship to breach the thick covering and it was no surprise to see the enemy ships had spread out in a crescent shape to surround the island. Enemy fast attack craft zipped toward our location and I double-checked that everything was working as it should. I had also turned the mana accumulator back on.

I sometimes wished I had been able to fit multiple layers of shielding on the ship. But my experiments in that regard had not gotten anywhere. Shields that close together acted like soap bubbles. Either they popped completely or merged together, but it didn’t increase the strength of the shield when they did. The only way to prevent this was to have separate bubble shields that only covered a certain area. This wasn’t a very effective defense though as that left exposed parts of the ship and cost significantly more mana draw.

The first enemy ships came within range and I fired at all three of the small craft, while Khikall tried to avoid the harpoons again.

I heard the grinding tear of metal as one of the harpoons pierced the side of the Retribution. Khikall spun the ship, yanking the smaller vessel hard enough to tear the entire front of their ship off. The enemy might have these absurd harpoons but we had power enough to make them regret using them.

The other ships with me finally surfaced above the mist layer and turned to engage. I was glad these ships had normal cannons, they had a much greater range than the Retribution’s guns.

A few of the smaller ships managed to break away from the incoming fire but the vast majority of them disappeared below the mist. Muffled explosions could be heard from below as they impacted the uninhabited portion of the island we were currently over.

There would be no fighting aboard ship today. I had ordered Em’ah and Barcos to remain on the ground and help the defenders of the city. If any pirates boarded our vessel, they would be in for the shock of their lives. As for the other two ships, they had enough explosives aboard to make the pirates regret boarding them. These people had nothing to lose so they had taken it upon themselves to protect as many people on the island below as possible before they finally sacrificed their lives.

I knew exactly how they felt and I wasn’t about to let them die for nothing.

Our ships turned toward the outer edge of the encircling formation. The remaining pirate ships were already moving to intercept us, but if we could reduce their numbers a bit we may yet succeed. I didn’t miss the three armored warships or the Forsooth amongst the ships arrayed against us. I had convinced Khikall to ignore his greatest enemy for the sake of survival.

I activated the null beam as we raced at our first target. It was turning to get a broadside on us a moment before the invisible beam of energy sucked away all of its mana.

I had learned from my mistakes in the past and my aim – for the follow-up burst from the weapon – speared through the center of the ship, bursting out the top deck as it started to fall from the sky.

I felt the Retribution jerk as a few incoming rounds impacted our shield. The two enemy ships within range were getting pounded by my fleet though. We hadn’t had much time to come up with a plan, so I just told the other captains to focus fire on one ship until it was knocked from the sky.

It was working… at least while we had the number advantage. Already, the other enemy ships were closing into firing range. We managed to take down two more enemy ships before one of ours took too much damage. I could only watch as the crew went to try and ram into one of their attackers. But the pirates pounded it from range, not letting it get close enough. Then it exploded. The shockwave battered the enemy ships but it didn’t cause any of them to crash.

Khikall took advantage of the confusion though and lined me up for a shot with the null beam. I activated it and the beam of disruptive mana tore through the ship I targeted and the one behind before it dissipated.

Our attack didn’t go unanswered though. Three of the armored warships opened fire on us. I gripped the seat with white knuckles as it shook violently under the barrage. The hull rang like a bell as the last few cannonballs slipped past our downed shield and exploded against the deck.

More shots came as I and the remaining ship with me tried taking down another ship. Our combined firepower tore through the faltering ship’s shield and blasted large holes in the side of its deck but it didn’t fall from the sky. I was still waiting for the null cannon to stabilize so I could fire it again when dozens of incoming cannonballs impacted the front of the Retribution, taking the cannon and a good chunk of the forward section with it.

The Retribution lurched about like a dinghy caught in a storm before settling. There was another explosion that tossed us away. When we stopped cartwheeling across the sky, I saw the wreckage of the last ship we had with us. It had managed to maneuver itself between one of the warships and another pirate ship before detonating its onboard payload. But it wasn’t enough. The enemy still had too many ships and the Retribution was no longer stable in the air.

I made the difficult call. “Take us down, we can’t fight them in our condition.”

Khikall didn’t acknowledge my order but almost immediately we slipped below the mist. As we descended toward the ground, the ship continued to shake as more and more random fire was sent our way. I could see the ground glowing as missed cannonballs impacted the rocky surface below and exploded.

Then the ship lurched sideways, throwing us hard against our harnesses. The entire command room went dark for a moment as the main power conduit was severed by a lucky shot.

Freefall sucks! Even if it didn’t last long, the sensation of being inside an enormous tin can as it falls from the sky unassisted was not pleasant. My backup power conduits kicked in and shunted energy to the damaged flight systems but we were still falling, only a bit slower.

“I- don’t- think- I can- pull it out of this freefall, Captain!” Khikall strained and grunted as he fought the failing controls.

I braced for impact by casting every skill I could on myself and Khikall. I even multicast Second Chance on the Jerboa. Something I hadn’t used on anyone besides myself since I left Saint June.

I had a bad feeling this crash was going to do some real damage.

We passed through the bottom of the mist, which was blasted away by all the enemy fire and falling ships. That was good and bad. At least we now knew how far we had to hit the ground. The bad part was I could see the city in the distance. Already the bunkers were firing into the mist.

I quickly engaged the helmet on my armor as we rapidly approached the ground. I wanted to swear and cuss out these fucking pirates but I didn’t want to bite my tongue off on accident. I estimated the time until impact and Cast Rejuvenate on Khikall, and Regenerating Rain on myself.

The ship impacted the surface with a boom. I saw the shockwave propagate out for a split second before the entire power system just stopped working. We landed belly down and I could feel my spine compress under the titanic force of the impact. But I was far heartier than Khikall.

I heard the Jerboa give a gurgled grunt as his head snapped down, then back up. The impact had snapped his neck. But only moments after the fall killed him, I saw his head snap back into place thanks to my healing. He let out a strangled cry as he flailed around in confusion for a moment before he looked at me. “Captain… I- I died. How, how did you bring me back?”

I stored my helmet away and spit out a mouthful of blood. My lungs had collapsed from the crash and I was having a hard time breathing until my healing completed its job. “A skill,” I wheezed out when I could finally take in enough air to reply.

I tried to release my harness but found both my arms were dislocated. I winced from the pain, my healing would snap them back into their sockets shortly. “We need to get free of the crash site,” I coughed, my lungs almost fully restored.

Khikall nodded as he produced a dagger and sawed through the straps holding him in place. I also saw him guzzle down a healing potion. Probably a good idea, my healing spell wouldn’t have restored him fully. I screamed as I felt my arms pop back into their sockets. I took a few deep breaths as the pain was fading. I popped a health potion as well as a mana potion before Khikall made his way over and cut me free as well.

Besides the collapsed lungs and dislocated arms, I was in remarkably good health. Khikall was healing, but he had taken the crash far worse than I. I activated Healing Touch on him and injected another mana potion into my leg before tossing the used injector across the deck. “We need to get to the city and its defenders before the pirates get to the ground.”

“We can try, Captain but I don’t think we have time.”

“Fuck it, let's try anyway,” I responded, pushing Khikall ahead of me.

It wasn’t to use him as a shield or anything. He was just smaller. If the decks had caved in from the impact, he might be able to get through if I couldn’t. That didn’t turn out to be an issue though. The ship had cracked along the old damage, only this time it left a gaping hole from where the ladder to the top deck hatch used to be. The side of the Retribution now sported a hole large enough to drive a car through.

We waited only a moment, noticing the sounds of impacting cannon fire had ended. We could still hear the bunkers firing into the sky but with the mist covering everything it was impossible to get a bead on the enemy ships. I motioned for Khikall to hurry out the opening. He jumped to the ground in one fluid movement and I was right behind him.

I heard him cough on the haze of dust kicked up by our crash. Thankfully I had my helmet back on so it wasn’t affecting me. I saw him quickly tie a bandana across his face and put on goggles before we both looked around.

“Which way!” he shouted over the noise of distant cannons firing and the roar of wind-blown sand.

I pointed in the direction I thought I spotted the town in and we began to run. I felt the weird tingle before I heard the pulsing magic as ships breached the area of blown-away fog. Then everything really kicked off. Now that the bunkers had a target, dozens of cannons fired at the first ship to appear from the mist.

This is usually a good thing. Unless you are near said ship and trying to flee for your life. Each successive impact sent out a small shockwave that pounded against mine and Khikall’s bodies as we tried to scurry away from the battle zone.

There was a flash of light and we were thrown to the ground. The enemy ship had exploded. I wanted to cheer but I was forced to dodge a spear as a group of pirates teleported near us. I used Time Shudder as I prepared an Overcharged Unstable Mana Vortex. “Run!” I screamed to Khikall a moment before I let the spell rip at our attackers.

I was transfixed for a moment as a ball of multicolor light that looked like oily water grew in front of me. The ball grew to about two feet around in an instant before it shot forward like a drunken bullet.

Tentacles of unstable mana reached out and touched over half of the pirates as the ball zipped across the distance before it exploded in a shower of sparkles. While the spell was horrifically beautiful, what it left in its wake was anything but.

One man had been converted to stone, an unfortunate woman was liquified. One was still screaming as fire consumed him from the inside out. There was ice, dark corruption, acid, you name it. The spell had wrought havoc on anything it touched and only a few of those had survived its rampant onslaught.

But I didn’t stick around to see any more. I had used Blink Step to run away as fast as I could. It wasn't because I was afraid of the survivors of that little clash, no it was because of the other six ships descending through the mist. I kept tossing out the little remote teleportation scramblers that I built when I attacked the Stygian Order base.

It was working for a bit too, until one group of pirates appeared in front of us, cutting us off from the town. Khikall jerked to a halt and hissed.

When I looked up, I saw that the pirates in front of us were all Jerboan. The Captain was plain to see by his height and swagger.

“Running away again, Father?” Captain Grulaine hissed mockingly.

Father! What the fuck Khikall.

Khikall spit on the ground in front of him and already had his bladed whip and dagger out. “My son is dead. The thing standing before me is but a shadow of a real Jerboa.”

Grulaine chittered in amusement before pulling out a saber and a dagger. “You say that like I give a shit about your opinion, old man. Now, come, it's time I laid you to rest along with mother.”

The two rushed at each other in a high-speed clash. I wanted to rush in and help him but the Other Jerboa was circling around the fight with weapons out and I also had the pirates behind me coming up fast.

As soon as the first Jerboa cleared the fight, they rushed me. I blasted the first one with my mana cannon and the second with Energy Lance. Both Jerboas were instantly killed by the magic but I was quickly on the defensive as I ducked a thrown dagger.

I needed to conserve my mana as it hadn’t fully recharged so my staff appeared in my hand and I spun it in a blur of motion that knocked two more daggers and a spear away.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw one of the Jerboa shudder momentarily. I threw myself sideways as he appeared next to me. His glowing sword scraped across the front plates of my armor as I elbowed him in the jaw, continuing my sideways twist.

All of these Jerboas were massive specimens, even bigger than that guy I fought in the market. But they didn’t lack speed like that guy. I was only able to avoid this attack because I recognized it for what it was. It was the same ability Obidiah Kooth had on that ring.

My body was still in pain from the crash so I didn’t want to risk activating the Aura of Rage. I moved behind my attacker and smashed my staff into his back, causing him to stumble forward and fall.

I saw people running from the town to help, I only needed to hold these guys off long enough for that to matter.

Something exploded against my back, tossing me through the air. I rolled with the fall and turned to see what hit me.

There was a floating man, conjuring green balls of what looked like plasma. He wasn’t from either of the first two ships, so he had to be from the newer ships that were hovering above the crash site.

A quick scan over the area showed more and more pirates flying or teleporting down to surround the area and some were moving toward the incoming villagers and who I assumed was leading them. Probably Barcos and Em’ah.

There was no way the former slaves were going to be able to defend against these ships and the pirates. I looked toward the ships, then at the Retribution. A broken wreck below their encirclement.

“Sorry, girl,” I whispered before I produced a small clay disk and snapped it in half. Then I threw myself to the ground.

The world went white and all sound was washed away as my anti-theft runes activated, turning the remains of the Retribution into a massive explosion. Even my new spell Sticky Grip wasn’t enough to keep me attached to the ground as the shockwave from the blast tossed me over a hundred meters across the rocky ground.

I groaned in pain as I levered myself off the ground. When I looked toward the crash site, all that was left was a blasted crater and a group of falling and burning pirate ships. I heard an angry roar from off to my left and spotted the Lionoide Captain Sarvis, the Enforcer, getting to his feet. His eyes immediately locked on me and his blade was halfway out of his sheath before the world seemed to pause.

“Found. You.” The words reverberated like a clarion call across the entire battlefield and chilled me to the bone.

            

    
        Chapter 224: Unexpected arrival

    
    
    
    
                Those two words seemed to freeze everyone in place, but it wasn’t magic that caused it, it was fear. My body was frozen along with everyone else but my eyes rose into the air, tracking two creatures as they forced the magical fog away from the entire area with some ability.

It was hard to tell by their alien physiology but I got the distinct impression they were looking directly at me. The initial fear was subsiding and people were starting to move again until the larger of the two squid-like creatures cast a spell. I managed to get off an Identify before the spell hit.

Ulq | Void Hunter/Maw of the Void | 47/41

Xiph | Psy Commando/Maw of the Void | 45/42

My body shook as I realized they were here for me but not a single person or even the entire pirate armada currently assembled here would be able to kill these two creatures.

I felt the spell wash over the area and everyone was frozen again but a halo of golden light burst into existence above my head, washing away the spell’s effect.

The smart thing to do would have been to stay here and hope to use the pirates as cover while wearing down these creatures. But I knew that was a useless effort that would see innocent people die for me, so I ran.

I only made it a few steps when I felt the air around me pull. It felt like an enormous vacuum was trying to suck me into the sky but Sticky Grip was keeping me firmly on the ground. I tossed out an OverCharged Unstable Mana Vortex at the creatures. The cost of having to activate it with Multicast was absurd but the creatures split apart as the dangerous magic headed their way.

The magic pulling on me must have been disrupted as the pull ceased and I activated Blink Step, Charge, and my Wings to propel myself away from the battle site. Then I felt the tearing sensation that seemed to originate in my soul. My breath caught in my throat as two of my skills vanished. I didn’t have time to see which ones but I used Sunder Skill on both creatures as well. So we were now even.

There was an angry burble as both creatures suffered the same sensation. It made me smile for a moment before a blast of mana landed beside me, I stumbled from the explosion before cartwheeling out of control down the crater that the Retribution used to lay within.

I managed to tuck my arms behind my head and protect my body until I finally came to a stop. I was bruised but alive as I picked myself up off the ground. The two creatures were floating toward me and I was confused as to why they weren’t attacking me for a second. Then it dawned on me. They were resetting the cooldown of Sunder Skill.

I took the moment to glance at my skills. I swore as I saw Energy Lance and Reverberating Strike were gone. In return, I got Portal of Desecration and Mind Link. I wanted to see what they did but I didn’t have time as the larger one blasted me with some sort of beam.

My whole body shivered as my mana pool started draining quickly. I tried to Cleanse the effect and it worked as the beam cut off. I produced a mana injector from my ring but before I could punch it into my leg, it was ripped from my grasp by telekinesis and thrown into the distance. Then I felt the soul tearing pain again as two more skills were ripped from my mind.

I screamed as I clutched my head, shaking away the dizziness as I retaliated. But I only had enough mana to cast Sunder Skill one time. I targeted the larger of the two as it seemed like the more dangerous opponent.

His mind resisted my attempts though and my spell cost me another fifty mana more than normal to cast, leaving me with only dregs remaining. But the creature reeled from my attack, giving me enough time to inject another mana potion.

I lost Victorious Shout and Healing Touch and gained Instant Cast. I wanted to keep up the fight but I felt a wash of peace and tranquility flood my body and I relaxed and smiled. I cursed as the effect wasn’t considered harmful by my spells and thus reset combat yet again.

I was proven correct a moment later as the tearing sensation returned. I stumbled backward and tried casting Maddening Laugh but found the skill was gone. It would have been able to keep the combat active and keep these creatures from continuing to reset the battle.

That only left me with Cage of Vengeance. First I cast Sunder Skill on the smaller one, hoping for something I could use before I cast the cage.

I cursed my luck as I reacquired Victorious Shout. Damage wasn’t a problem, these two creatures were after my skills. The crackling red bars of the cage formed around the three of us but I swear I heard a derisive snort from the larger one as its tentacles flailed around and a glowing pattern of symbols appeared in the air.

The cage shook for a moment as the glowing symbols expanded into a vortex that sucked the entirety of my spell into its voracious maw.

I could only stare blankly because even though the spell was gone, my mana was still reduced for the next hour. The creatures just stared at me and I was growing angry and desperate as they floated there, until one of them spoke.

“You cannot win, human. We will take what is ours but if you force us we will leave you with nothing!”

“Fuck you and the horse you rode in on. I earned everything I have and I won’t give it up without a fight!” I wanted to spit at the creatures, floating in the air without care but that would be childish, so instead, I flew at them in a burst of motion enhanced by skills and my flagging, yet quickly recharging mana.

My staff appeared in my hand, wreathed by lightning and ice. I let out a primal scream as I activated Aura of Rage and Flurry of Blows. My first blow seemed to land on the squishy creature's head, but it seemed to slide off without having any effect. Faster than I could see and before I even got a second strike, the creature wrapped two tentacles around my staff in a grip like a mountain. He spun me around like a top before I had time to release my grip on the staff and I was sent flying into the ground at high speed.

I felt the hard rock give way to my body as my impact created another small crater. Only a quick activation of Unstoppable Force prevented me from breaking my back upon impact.

I lifted myself out of the rubble just in time to have two more skills ripped from me. My mana had recovered enough so I retaliated in kind. This time I lost Festering Wound and Second Chance. I winced at the loss as what I gained was not worth the exchange. Warp Perception and Void Lottery. Although that second one seemed to anger the smaller of the two as it lashed out.

Tentacles of dense water tore from the ground. I managed to dodge the first two but the third slammed into my midsection with enough force to launch me across the crater. I slammed into the ground two hundred feet away and wheezed to catch my breath through broken ribs. I managed to cast Rejuvenate and look up as the larger one seemed to be lecturing the smaller one.

I took the opportunity to try and flee. I made it twenty steps this time. A new record. Before both creatures appeared in front of me. I felt my body lock up as they pulled two more skills from me. As soon as my body was free, I hit them with Frostwave. The smaller one squealed as frost coated its body but the larger one just used some sort of fire shield to block the attack.

I realized my mind was beginning to slip into fight or die mode and I belatedly cast Sunder Skill but could only afford to do it once. I decided to focus on the smaller one. He seemed like the weaker link. If I pissed him off enough maybe he would outright kill me, denying them their prize.

The exchange was Arcane Bolt and Godly Might on my end to a skill called Depth Charge from the smaller hunter.

I was finding a lot of issues with the skills I was acquiring from these creatures though. They needed more than two hands to cast.

“Enough!” the larger one mentally commanded. I felt the impulse to stop but my spell activated again and the golden halo washed away the compulsion. I wish that had been the end though. I felt all my limbs jerk painfully outward as if someone attached ropes to the ends of them.

I screamed as my joints protested against the force. But something slammed into my face, seeping through my helmet like it wasn’t even there and covering my mouth and nose. I struggled fruitlessly against the invisible binding spell as the creatures took turns ripping skills from my soul. My body writhed in agony as the little one, named Ulq, seemed to take particular joy in his task. The bigger one, Xiph, had a detached air of indifference as he stood there and held the magic that prevented me from retaliating.

After a few minutes, I heard the smaller one speak telepathically. “Got. One.”

The only thing I had been able to do other than struggle was to watch more and more skills disappear from my list. So I noticed the skill he was referring to was that GLOB skill I hadn’t been able to find any use for.

It seemed like his announcement pulled Xiph’s attention from me long enough for me to pull my one arm free.

I didn’t waste time aiming it at the pair and firing off the blast of mana.

I got a satisfied scream from the pair as the magic holding me in place vanished. I hit the ground with a grunt and managed to pull the substance off my face before it felt like the weight of a mountain suddenly pressed me down.

“No more!” Xiph screamed into my mind. I didn’t even have time to recover my wits before I felt my body tossed into the air, then forcefully slammed into the ground. The impact jarred my head and I saw stars but the action repeated a few more times.

I felt bones break and ligaments tear as each impact shook my body. I felt like a ragdoll in the hands of an angry child and there wasn’t anything I could do to stop the abuse. I crashed against the ground again before the Angry Xiph threw me hard against a pile of loose rocks from all the craters.

I felt my body crash through the top layer of loose rocks before it slammed against the hard ground below. My last thoughts before I passed out were of my failure to deny these bastards what they came for.

***

Xiph hissed as he gently probed the bubbling skin from this infuriating human attack. He had lashed out as recompense but it was below him to be so undisciplined. Xiph blamed Ulq for distracting him at a critical moment with his stupid celebration of recovering the GLOB tracking spell.

The only thing that brightened Xiph’s mood was the fact that Ulq had taken the brunt of the mana blast as was writhing on the ground in pain. Xiph let him suffer for a bit before he cast a healing spell on the two of them.

“Quit acting like a bottom feeder and let’s finish up here!” Xiph rebuked the younger Maw.

They found the human in a rock pile, it was thankfully unmoving and their work proceeded at a rapid pace. Another three minutes of stripping skills and they had everything they came for.

If Xiph was a petty sort, he would strip all of this human’s skills. And if there was any chance this human would survive in the crushing depths of their homeworld to take revenge, he would have killed him but there wasn’t. Xiph only wished that outsiders understood the danger they were being saved from but telling them never worked so it was far easier just to remove the threat by force and return to their world. Xiph made sure that Ulq cast the duplicate Sunder Skill to the void, he knew how tempting it could be to have the duplicate skill but balance must be maintained. There couldn’t be a repeat of the devourer war.

Xiph and Ulq retreated through a portal as the loose gravel and dirt covered the unconscious human as he lay at the edge of the crater.

            

    
        Chapter 225: A valuable lesson

    
    
    
    
                Groaning, I opened my eyes. All I saw was darkness. I tried turning my head or moving but it seemed like I was pinned in place.

I fought down the urge to panic as I evaluated my condition. My arms were still broken, the sharp stabbing pain when I tried to move them told me as much. I could breathe though so my organs had healed after the beating I had taken. That was something at least.

Seeing as I was in no immediate danger of dying, I checked my skills. My blood ran cold as I saw what remained of my abilities.

Rejuvenate

Multicast

Eye of the Storm

Aura of Rage

Calcifying Strike

Frostwave

Orb of Darkness

Energy Lance

Overcharge

Tempest Ball

That was the sum total of all the skills I now had. They had stripped me of every ability I had stolen from them along with every ability my second class gave me by default, making it impossible to recover skills by stealing them from others.

I let out a morbid little chuckle as I lay there. Tears of frustration leaked from the corners of my eyes which caused even more anger and frustration to bubble up as I couldn’t even move to wipe the tears away.

Seeing as self-pity wasn’t going to do me any good, I Overcharged Rejuvenate to top my health off and hopefully set some of the bones that were just fractured.

I ground my teeth through the pain as my body healed the breaks. The feeling in my good hand returned after a minute or so and I was able to wiggle my arm around.

It soon became clear that I was buried under a bunch of loose rocks and debris. My hand broke through the surface but I was too weak to pull myself out.

Groping around blindly, I picked up fist-sized rocks and threw them off my body.

The process was a slow and agonizing one and I kept having to suck back on the burning anger that threatened to overwhelm me. Eventually, I cleared away enough rubble to pull myself out of the hole I was buried in, using my one good arm.

I screamed in pain as my broken limbs were jostled around but I didn’t stop. I wanted to but I let the burning pit of anger fuel me as I slowly pulled myself out of the hole.

My legs were a mangled mess that would take weeks to heal. My other arm with my mana cannon was not much better. Broken in at least three spots and dislocated. I stored my helmet and coughed as I breathed in the dusty air but it was at least fresh air and not my armor recirculated stuff. I pulled myself over to a larger rock and braced my broken arm against it. I used my good arm to pull on my wrist. There was a slurping sound as the protruding bone was pulled back under the skin and I took a shaky breath.

The wound quickly closed as my healing did its work. The bone would still take time to move back into place but getting it close would speed up the process. With that done, I positioned my shoulder near the rock and pushed down as hard as I could with my torso until the shoulder popped back into the socket.

When I woke up from passing out, the pain in my shoulder had gone away. My healing spell was still going so I hadn’t been out long, fifteen seconds maybe.

I coughed again from the dirty air, spitting out a mouthful of blood, and dirt. Then I put my helmet back on. Looking around, all I saw was devastation. I didn’t know where I was or how far from the town I had fled during the fight with Ulq and Xiph, two names I would never forget.

I thought I saw smoke rising in the distance. It wasn’t the black smoke that was rising from the crater I was in so I thought it might be chimney smoke. It was the best idea I had for direction so I pulled myself along the ground one arm length at a time.

By the time I reached the other side of the crater, night had fallen. Everything was quiet and if it wasn't for the damage, I might even call it peaceful. I was surprised that nobody had come to look for me but when I thought about it, I probably wouldn’t have come either.

Anyone that had the opportunity to Identify those two monsters would know what was chasing me. The chances that I would survive or escape if they intended to capture me were essentially zero.

It still pissed me off though.

With a heave of effort, I lifted myself over the rim of the crater and got to see the battlefield for the first time since the fighting had begun on the ground. There was still some mist that clung to the island's surface but most of it had evaporated during the day. The smoke I saw was coming from the town but it came from a burned-out house along the outskirts. I could now see the occasional flash of magic or hear the boom of a cannon firing within the city.

Now it made sense why nobody had come to find me, the fighting was still in full swing and by the fact that the enemy had forced its way into the city it was probably not going well for our side.

The field was littered with corpses and my eyes settled on a particular pair that pained my heart. Lying in a heap was Khikall and Grulaine, who I now knew to be the older Jerboa’s son. Somehow, Khikall had gotten behind the younger one and mounted his back. His bladed whip was wrapped around Grulaine’s neck and Khikall’s tail around his son’s waist so he couldn’t be shaken off.

Unfortunately, the younger Grulaine had used the opportunity to viciously and repeatedly stab his father in the back by using a dagger held in his flexible tail. This hadn’t saved the Captain of the Forsooth but it had ensured his father died with him.

I pulled myself over to the pair and reached up to my former pilot's head. I unclipped the black ring from his ear before whispering him a farewell. “Your journey may have ended but not before you reclaimed your honor, my friend. Rest in peace.” I closed the grinning man’s eyes and ensured the son was truly dead. The bulging eyes and frantic scratching to try and remove the whip from around his neck put a smile on my face.

“Serves you right, you piece of shit,” I muttered.

I searched around but didn’t see any other crew members. I did see a few of the townsfolk dead amongst the pirates but it was far less than I had thought. I also didn’t see Sarvis amongst the dead, which meant he was still alive and likely pushing his forces into the city.

I needed to go help but in my condition, I was more a hindrance than an asset.

But I might be able to take out a few fringe pirates. I may have lost 90% of my skills but I still had some powerful options available to me.

***

Crawling to the edge of the city had exhausted me but I found what I was looking for. There were a group of injured pirates tending to their wounds or sleeping. Nobody was here guarding them, likely because none of the other pirates wanted to miss out on the action.

I targeted the most awake one with an Overcharged Tempest Ball. The man tried to scream as the ball of water engulfed him but it was cut off almost immediately as he sucked down the raging torrent of water.

The last man that was awake tried to shoot to his feet but I hit him with Energy Lance. I was going to use Frostwave as that was quieter but without overcharging it, it wouldn’t silence him anyway.

The man exploded as the force of my attack hit him in the chest. Before the others could wake up, I activated an Overcharged Eye of the Storm. They were all weak enough that I didn’t have to maintain the spell long. Even the little bit that I did, left me feeling drained. I didn’t stick around though as I dragged my body away from the fight.

I was the crippled avenger as I struck three more times during the night. Any time I located a pack of wounded pirates, I pounced from the darkness like a predator. My last attack had not gone very smoothly though. I pulled the long sharp blade from my side and threw it away, wheezing as my wound closed. The man had caught me as I was dispatching the wounded and stabbed me in the lung with his rapier before I could react.

I looked over at my attacker as he struggled fruitlessly on the ground as the calcification spread from his torso.

My gruesome work was bringing me closer to the fighting so I decided to hide in a dark alley to avoid detection while my latest wounds healed. It wouldn’t stop me from jumping any lone injured when the opportunity presented itself though.

Ten minutes had passed before I heard a voice from behind me. “Holy shit, Captain, is that you?”

I spun around, wincing at my injuries before I saw who had snuck up on me. “Em’ah,” I croaked.

“Holy shit, it is you… you look like shit. I had mistaken you for a pirate and was about to stab you in the back when I noticed your armor. Let me help get you back to the command bunker.”

She lifted me up and I groaned in pain as my mashed potatoes legs didn’t support my weight. “Fuck, those squiddies did a real number on you.”

I grunted, “What happened?”

“I’ll tell you all about it when we get somewhere safe. Try to stay quiet, we gotta move through the sewers.”

***

“Look who I found,” Em’ah said as she strolled into one of the bunkers with me slung over her shoulder. She set me down gently in a chair but I still took a sharp intake of breath as the pain shot through my body.

“Well, fuck! Glad to see you’re alive, Captain,” Barcos spoke, looking exhausted.

“What’s the status of the battle?”

He gave a tired shrug. “We have them at a stalemate at the moment. The bunkers were far better defended than they figured and they have no way to breach the shields en masse.”

“So they have breached the shields?” I inquired as I tried to find a less painful position to sit in.

“A few of their sneaky members teleported past the shields and managed to kill a few people but Em’ah and I took care of them. Now they don’t have anyone else that can try or they are holding them back. That doesn’t mean we are winning though.”

“What about the civilians?”

Barcos rubbed his face, “the kids are safe, what few were in the town. The rest have taken up arms and are the only reason we are still holding the pirates at bay. I feel like Sarvis isn’t pushing all that hard though and it has me worried.”

“You think he is hoping for reinforcements to bolster his position?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Em’ah cut in. “That’s why I was out searching the city. We had reports of explosions and was wondering what was going on.”

I nodded, “that was probably from me. I ambushed three camps of wounded pirates before you found me. I didn’t see any reinforcements though so they probably aren’t coming by land. Maybe he is hoping for a ship to arrive. I know we still got those damn guild pricks floating in the distance, waiting to see who wins,” I grumbled irritably.

Barcos looked hesitant for a moment before he spoke up. “This can be over in a moment, Captain…”

I knew what he was getting at and I sighed. He was right, I could save the rest of the people on the island and make it so the pirate kings and their cronies fucked off and left me and mine alone forever. So why was I so hesitant to agree. The terms weren’t even all that bad. I knew why, because it meant giving someone control over me, even if only minutely. “Can you signal them?”

With a relieved smile, Barcos nodded. The man was flippant and annoying at times, but he cared about the people of his kingdom.

            

    
        Chapter 226: The devil you know

    
    
    
    
                As soon as the pirates realized the Guild ships were approaching the island, they broke off the fighting and retreated toward the edge of town to dig in. They weren’t stupid enough to attack the Guild but it seemed they wanted to ensure there wasn’t an accidental incident.

One of the Guild ships docked and the Captain stepped off to greet the three of us. I had been carried over by Barcos and Em’ah on the same chair she plopped me in the night before. My legs were looking less like mashed potatoes now and instead looked like mushed putty. It was hard to ignore the sensation of the bones moving around within my shattered legs but I was managing.

“Captain Paul, I hope this wasn’t a last-ditch attempt to hold off your enemy. I can assure you, we will leave for safer shores immediately if it was.”

I ignored the man’s condescending snark before replying. “You have the agreement from the Director?”

“I do,” he smiled. “Do you wish to review it?”

I nodded and he produced a stack of documents and a table from his ring. I also noticed a convenient pen placed next to the document.

“I will remain here while you peruse the document. I can assure you, that if you sign this agreement, the pirates will have no recourse but to leave. Although they have no means of escape. I would recommend forcing them to wait for a friendly ship out in the crater. Let that be a convenient reminder to them of what happened,” the Captain smiled.

“Why wouldn’t we just kill them?”

“You could… but the Guild ships can only interfere with this conflict if they attack you first… after you sign the document of course.”

“Of course,” I replied blandly.

“But, if you attack them first, they have all rights to defend themselves under Guild law.”

“Here I thought the Guild defended its own at all costs,” I stated as I started reading the long document.

“We do, but we have to give face to governments across the multiverse, even if it is only a token gesture.”

I simply nodded as I continued to read in silence.

***

Sarvis paced the area his remaining forces managed to secure. It had been two days since that damn Guild ship docked, and the other one hung overhead like a sword ready to proclaim judgment.

He didn’t know what those bastards had promised the Guild to get them to disregard their neutrality and he didn’t like it one bit.

“Boss!” One of the scouts ran up to Sarvis, breathing heavily. “A guild representative is approaching the barricade with three others.”

Sarvis hissed, “Finally, make sure everyone is ready once we learn what has been going on.”

Sarvis dismissed the scout as he hurried to the front line. When his eyes landed on that Blademaster bastard, he let out a low growl. The man smirked at him as his eyes landed on Sarvis.

He recognized the other two as well. The damnable face changer, she had killed a significant number of pirates among his crew, and their captain. He had thought the man was killed outright by those voidlings but somehow he survived. Although he was leaning heavily on an ornate staff.

Sarvis hadn’t run into a voidling in decades but they were not opponents you wanted to face. His estimation of this captain’s skill rose a notch. It didn’t make Sarvis like him anymore though. In fact, he growled in annoyance at seeing the man still here. That man and his infernal ship had cost him over two hundred lives and his entire remaining fleet. What he wouldn’t give to wrap his hands around the skinny human's neck. He pictured squeezing the life out of the man as he approached the four people who were stopped well clear of normal magic range. Not that Sarvis would attack the men with the Guild representative standing next to them.

“Captain Sarvis, I presume?” the Guild representative spoke first.

“Yes,” Sarvis growled out.

“Good, Good. I assume you have overall command of all of the forces on your side that remain on the island?”

“I do, what of it?”

“Excellent, that will make this transition easier. By Guild mandate, you and your forces have thirty minutes to vacate the city and two miles beyond. Failure to do so will be seen as aggression to-”

Sarvis cut the man off with a roar, “what is the meaning of this nonsense. The Guild has no claim over this city. This city belongs to the pirate kings”

“I am afraid you are mistaken, Mr. Sarvis. The city belongs to the civilians within.”

“So what if it does, they are not Guild citizens,” Sarvis argued but he felt something was off.

“Normally you would be correct. But the esteemed Captain Paul, here,” the Guild representative, motioned to the man that could barely stand upright, causing Sarvis to growl in annoyance and earn a glare from the same man. “…has just decided to become a fully pledged Guild member under good standing. As such he is protected by Guild mandate.”

“I fail to see your point,” Sarvis ground out, furious that his prize of killing this upstart captain was ripped from under him but refusing to relinquish the town.”

“If you would stop interrupting me, I would tell you,” the pompously dressed man replied. “All of the towns citizens were queried by the Guild and all have agreed that they work for Captain Paul. As such they are also protected members of the Guild as per mandate. Is that clear enough for you… Captain Sarvis?”

Sarvis clenched his jaw tightly as the other three people smirked at him. He took a step forward before the Guild representative tutted. “If you assault any member of the Guild, your actions will have consequences, up to and including your boss. Think very carefully before you act Mr. Sarvis.”

Sarvis did the only thing he could, he turned around and began to walk away. He only stopped when he heard the unknown man speak.

“Tell your boss, this isn’t over.” That simple phrase sent a chill down Sarvis’s spine. Not because he feared this upstart captain, but because of what his boss would do to him after he relayed the message. He was thoroughly tempted to turn around and maul the prick to death here and now but he sucked down his pride and stomped off, yelling orders to his remaining men.

***

Captain Paul, you shouldn’t shamefully provoke people. Especially powerful people like the Pirate King,” the Guild Representative chided him.

“Don’t you mean pirate kings?” I corrected.

“No, there is only one Pirate King. He likes to use the smokescreen that there are warring factions of pirates to take over areas. We have known for some time about his proclivities but he has vast resources to draw from and we have been unable to curtail his activities through non-violent means.”

“Why not just kill him!” I replied in anger.

The man shook his head, “if we killed everyone that angered the Guild, there wouldn’t be anyone left. Sometimes diplomacy is required, even if it leaves a bad taste in our mouth.”

I ground my teeth in frustration. “What about those two that attacked me?”

“The voidlings. My recommendation to you is to drop that matter. Even if you managed to get to their level. And nobody not born of their homeworld has ever survived the journey to their homeworld. You may think of attacking them when they are off-planet but they only ever venture out from there to hunt others such as yourself that have Void-related classes.” One of the stipulations of my contract was to show my true level and classes.

I gripped my staff in frustration and turned around. “Gather the survivors, it's time to bury the dead and clean up here.”

***

After a week, another ship picked up the remaining pirate forces. They stayed well clear of the town since it was flying the Guild flag from every building.

My legs were mostly recovered by this point and I could hobble around with a bit of help from my staff. I was a lucky one though. Over half the civilians had lost their lives in the fighting. This along with Khikall’s death hit me hard.

Thankfully, I didn’t have to direct anyone to work. Those that weren’t fixing houses or cleaning up the debris were helping me lay out the new keel for a ship.

The Guild ships stuck around and more came and went but it wasn’t just to provide a defense. They were watching as I built the ship. Fat lot of good that would do them. I was making it as bare-bones as possible to get home. The contract said I had to provide any ships I sold to the merchant house for the next decade. It didn’t specify anything about building my own fleet or giving away ships. Although, it did require a minimum of ships I had to sell in that timeframe. It also specified that the ships had to be the same configuration as the Retribution.

I took that to mean the original configuration. There was no way I was selling the new weapon or the upgraded mana lasers or mana cannons. Still, it was frightening to think of having twenty such ships terrorizing people across the multiverse.

The Guild provided the materials I needed to build the ship and I left the work to the few dockworkers that survived. Being some of the higher leveled civilians on the island, they were in the thick of the fighting. Most did not survive but their sacrifices saved many more.

I erected an obelisk in the center of the town, immortalizing the name of each individual that died on our side during the fighting. It was a somber reminder that life was fleeting and while I lived for battle, I was not immortal.

The remaining workers gave me an estimate of six months to build the ship, I just nodded at them and told them to take their time. I had a lot to think about and process after the events of the last year.

Losing my skills hurt but I didn’t really care all things considered. I had enough money that I could replace them with similar skills, it wasn’t like most of them were all that unique. The few that were, were impossible to replace, according to the Guild rep. I had asked him about it after signing the paperwork. I figured if anyone would know it would be a merchant that worked for the largest organization in the known universe. According to him, even if I did find a certain missing skill, they would be bound to a specific class or the skill simply couldn’t be copied which is how most skills came to be available on the market.

He did warn me not to go searching for another void skill, or I would just bring retribution again and even the Guild couldn’t stop the voidlings before they struck. From what he was able to tell me, the voidlings were one of the primal races of the multiverse. They were also known as a keystone race or one of the founder races. Ancient and powerful but reclusive. They only roused themselves from their world when the multiverse was threatened.

I had no idea what sort of threat I posed on the multiverse but it made me shiver nonetheless.

            

    
        Epilogue

    
    
    
    
                Martin strode down the hall of the capitol building with a worried smile on his face. He was a bit greyer now but he still oozed charm and confidence. Time had been kind to him.

The city had become a booming metropolis in the ten years since Paul returned, after his year and a half of being missing. Martin knew something had happened because one day a bunch of massive flying ships had come from nowhere and obliterated the ships that had been harassing the city non-stop for over six months. They had quickly taken care of Lord Vik’t and his remaining forces, the man managing to flee back to his homeworld before the Guild caught him.

When Paul had returned, he had returned a quiet man. You could see the loss in his eyes. But the man pushed on and his businesses flourished, producing the Earth’s mightiest warships and most advanced runic items. Then five years after Paul returned, he took a fleet of ten of his capital ships and vanished for another year.

When he returned again, the ships were scarred and patched but Paul never did say where he had gone. Martin eventually got Paul’s second in command Em’ah to tell him what happened.

She would only say they made good on a promise and the world was a better place for it. Martin decided to leave it well enough alone. He had other stuff to deal with at the time.

Then another five years passed and Paul’s agreement with the Guild was complete. Martin’s son had just turned ten a month or so ago and the entire gang was there to celebrate. Ska and his mate Nalam along with their new litter were there. Martin didn’t really trust the Narmani female but it seemed like Ska had her well in hand. It was easier now that Ska had retired from being the city's guard captain.

It had been a shock for Martin to learn that Grimalkin only lived about forty-five years. With Ska now being in his late twenties which equated to mid-sixties on a human.

The party was a joyous time with Fiona gifting their son his first weapon. Martin would have preferred his son not to need to defend himself but he wasn’t a fool to deny his kid some protection. Ska agreed to train Jacob in hand-to-hand combat, something Martin was more than open to for his son. Then Paul came in and gave Jacob a full set of runic armor that was designed to grow stronger and resize automatically with Jacob as he aged. It had seriously been too much but Paul just shrugged it off like it was perfectly normal.

So when Martin heard that Paul had left again, he was rightfully concerned. Because his friend had not taken any ships this time. He simply vanished through some complex runic machine he had built without telling anyone. The other engineers couldn’t make heads or tails of what it did or where it sent him. Only that the man had been working on it off and on for over two years.

“Em’ah, please tell me you have some good news?” Martin asked Paul’s second in command.

“I have news, whether it is good or bad, I can’t say.”

Maritn sighed and motioned for her to continue.

“Well, whatever this machine is, it didn’t vaporize him.”

Martin choked, “What! I didn’t even think of that as an option.”

She just shrugged, “I guess that means you have a limited imagination,” she added wryly.

“For fucks sake, Em’ah, this is serious, Paul is missing and nobody seems to know where he is or what he is up to. You know the man better than almost anyone, where do you think he went?”

“Well, this isn’t a teleporter, or at least not a normal teleporter. Any blind fool can see that since they are everywhere nowadays.”

***

I had spent years researching my target. My conclusions? The Guild representative had been right, trying to fight the voidlings – in their home turf – was a measure in futility. A planet as large as our pre-system sun that was made entirely of water. There were a few aquatic species that might be able to brave the upper layers of a planet like that but to get where the voidlings made their homes was impossible.

So I dropped that idea.

Then I got the news that the Pirate King was on the move again. While I may have stopped putting myself on the line for personal glory, it didn’t mean I had cut myself off from the world. Using my new power as a Guild member, I slowly absorbed the remnants of the Stygian Order. In the grand scheme of the new world, they were a tiny organization. But they were well versed in uncovering information for me. So I put them to work on the real problems and not this little stuff they had focused on for the first two years.

With their information, I gathered my fleet along with Em’ah and went to retrieve King Barcos for a bit of well-deserved revenge. He absolutely hated being King and it made me smile. Since I considered Barcos still part of my crew, he fell into the protective envelope of the Guild along with everything he controlled.

This forced the Pirate King to recall all of his forces from the Protectorate. Unfortunately, I couldn’t claim the same about the Jerboan Federation. They became the Pirate King's new target but he found stiffer resistance than he expected fighting them and was forced to pull back and return to his old ways of striking out at lone ships. I made sure he never sought greener pastures elsewhere on Earth by eliminating any scout ships he sent out over the decade.

So when I finally decided to engage his main fleet, it was only a little surprising that the Pirate King tried to flee. In a retribution class ship no less. I don’t know where he purchased it from but it didn’t matter, it was a civilian design now and not nearly up to par with even the smallest strike craft of my current designs.

My ships had long surpassed the ships that the Shipbuilders allowed outsiders to buy. It was funny because if the Shipbuilders had given the Pirate King the same ships that they used, he may have been able to take over a sizable chunk of the planet. It’s a good thing those guys were paranoid about their creations being used against them. I chuckled at the irony.

When we finished decimating his fleet of over three hundred ships. Capturing the pirate and his surviving flunkies was easy. I simply sent a signal to the retribution class ship, freezing all of its functions. It was immensely gratifying to watch the elf that had caused so much bloodshed and mayhem swing from a rope. His second in command didn’t go down quite as quietly and Barcos gave me the honor of crushing him.

Years of personal tutoring by one of the best fighters I had ever met saw me through the short conflict. See, unlike Barcos, I didn’t care for an honorable fight. I used every advantage I had and all the enchanted gear I had crafted to tear the Lionoide to pieces, figuratively. When I was done with him, he was broken but alive. At least until we strung him up next to his boss.

I didn’t stop there, however. After saying my goodbyes to Barcos, I had Em’ah infiltrate the Syleen nation on what had once been mainland China. See, the Syleen had fallen on hard times in recent years as I mass-produced the device that counteracted their collars. Since they had problems in their homeworld, they had mostly abandoned this outpost empire. I used that to stage an “anonymous” attack on their capital city while Em’ah used a stealth ship to litter thousands of collar deactivation devices over the countryside.

Of course, the Syleen knew it was me that was doing this but they couldn’t prove it. That’s how things worked in the Guild. Outright attacking another member was frowned upon but that didn’t stop groups from jostling for position by attacking other groups anonymously. This was just payback for the Syleen trying to attack Saint June and Khikall Island shortly after I returned. They quickly found out that using slave soldiers against the man that created the means to free them was a real shit idea.

It worked out for me though, I now had enough freed slaves to fill my entire fleet of ships. And these were the most loyal people you could imagine.

After I returned from that campaign, I set about working on my next project. The one that would see my revenge complete. It had taken five years and over a dozen failed projects before I succeeded at building the device but it was now ready.

I double-checked the two target beacons I had to create for this to work. See, I had learned a fascinating bit of info a few years prior. Skills had a unique resonance to the person they came from. So I built a device that could track the source of my resonance. It located three unique signals. The bastards had each kept at least one of my skills. I smiled when I learned that.

Then came the device. I planned on giving those two squid pricks exactly what they wanted but that meant I needed to join them. I was ok with sacrificing myself to see my vengeance complete, but if I didn’t have to that would be better.

The device wasn’t simple. It essentially mimicked what the Reclaim skill did, that had been stripped from me so long ago. Except, it didn’t just pull the skill into the void, it pulled the resonance in and anyone unfortunate enough to be attached to that resonance.

Finding information on the void was not easy but I did learn that magic simply didn’t function there. Which worked in my favor.

As I was prepping the device, I looked over at Em’ah. We had surprisingly become close friends over the years. And she was smart enough to know I was up to something shady, so she was keeping an eye on me. I felt bad for lying to her about this but it had to be done this way.

She must have seen me glance over and realized I was about to do something. She got up and yelled something, she ran over to try and stop me but I flipped the switch a moment before she could reach me.

There was no moment of transition as I appeared in endless darkness with my armor fixing itself into place through a complicated series of mechanical motions. Next, a force bubble, that I had purchased, appeared around me to keep the caustic void from damaging my armor while I worked.

Humanity had managed to create some fantastical magical and technological marvels over the last decade and the armor and bubble were purely technical in nature.

I tossed the first device through the field and it stopped a dozen feet away before it flashed with power. A moment later a smallish blue squid flailed about in confusion.

***

Ulq had been enjoying the embrace of his lover when he felt an unfamiliar pull. When his eyes adjusted he found himself floating in nothing as he flailed about to try and right himself. But his tentacles couldn’t catch on anything. In his flailing, his eyes landed on a human. The human smiled cruelly through a transparent helmet before tossing a ball through a glowing shield.

***

Xiph was hunting in the deep when he was pulled from his world. He felt the alien sensation and even tried to counteract it with some of his own magic but it had failed to prevent it from pulling him in.

Unlike his flailing colleague, he was calm as he allowed himself to float and rotate slowly within the new environment. Soon, he too saw the human.

“So… you have found a way to get to us?” he sent mentally. Xiph remembered the human.

***

“I’m only giving you what your people seem to seek. Do you know where we are?” I waved about, using the cold gas jets of my suit to keep me stable.

I watched the larger one look around before his eyes grew big. “This is beyond cruel, you have condemned us all to the void as retaliation for what we did? We saved you! Void skills are dangerous and addictive, even for our species. A war that almost brought the universe to its end early on was caused by one outsider as he tried to gather more void skills.”

I shook my head, “I don’t care about the ancient past or even the void skills that you stole from me. You attacked me, and this is payback for that. You love the void so much, well, here you are…enjoy it for the rest of eternity.” I looked at my chronometer. Since time didn’t pass in the void, I had had to come up with a solution to that problem before attempting this madness.

“You should have left me alone,” I said a moment before I vanished, leaving the two voidlings to their dark fate.

When I appeared back in my lab, it was in the middle of Em’ah and Martin having a shouting match. They both stopped and looked at me.

“What?” I asked.

            

    
        Afterword

    
    
    
    
                Hello everyone, and thanks for taking the time to read Mana System. When I first started this story, it was on a whim. I never really expected to be writing this for two years or for it to reach over 600k words.

Back before the November 2021 Writathon, I realized I had no good idea where to take the story after this arc. Sure I could have done a redemption arc and that might of been ok. But I decided it was time to bring the story to a close. So instead of stringing it along, I decided to complete the story with the end of this arc. Hopefully, you all enjoyed this arc as much as I did writing it.

It's probably for the best. This story had a lot of issues but it taught me plenty about how to write. Will my next story be a masterpiece of literature that will shake the world? No, probably not but you might find it interesting. And once again, thank you for reading Mana System and all the feedback and comments and for the over a million views.

Also if you are looking for a light-hearted comedy about a necromancer, look no further.[image: image-placeholder]

            

    
        When one story ends, another can begin.

    
    
    
    
                If you enjoyed this story, check out my newest story Norman the Necromancer for a light-hearted comedy about a slacker turned necromancer.

----------------------------------------------

Norman had always been a bit of a loser, a slacker. Preferring to spend his days enjoying himself and just coasting through life. Then the apocalypse happened and he got a second chance… only he managed to screw that up too when he decided to become a Necromancer. Now he is unemployed, his girlfriend left him, and he is an outcast and pariah due to his bad choices.

Can Norman get his act together and unravel the mysteries of the afterlife or will he waste this last chance to make something of his life like so many times before?

[image: image-placeholder]

Looking for something closer to Mana System, more Anti-Hero goodness? Check out Fiends for Hire.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

The Slayer and The Vixen. The world's greatest monster hunter and bounty hunter, respectively. Through their combined efforts, the world has been able to enjoy an era of peace for nearly a decade since the end of The Drazah War. But when their identities and the source of their power is revealed, all of their admiration turns to terror and they're deplored as the worst Fiends alive. Wanting nothing more than to service the world they feel responsible for, the pair must find new ways to help those who fear them. These Fiends are For Hire.



Fiends For Hire is a Modern Fantasy that is a blend of Action and Slice-of-Life with Anti-Hero leads.
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        Announcement!

    
    
    
    
                New story has launched! Go check it out.


John, a man haunted by a forgotten past, is thrust into the role of lawkeeper in a chaotic border town. Struggling with his own inadequacies, he must impose order on a community that thrives on disorder.

As he fights to stabilize the town, John encounters formidable hidden adversaries intent on plunging it into lawlessness.

With the help of a washed-up former soldier, an overwhelmed Deputy, and a brilliant yet unstable artificer, John faces a daunting challenge: to protect the town and confront his past demons.

In a race against time, John must adapt to this rapidly evolving world or risk becoming a relic of the past.
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I also got my manuscript for book one of Norman the Necromancer back from my editor. I'm about halfway through checking it and making a few changes on my end. If everything goes to plan, expect an Amazon preorder release for the book in early June! I have not reached out to an audio publisher yet as most of the audio-only pubs want the book to be released first. So we'll see how that goes.















            

    
        New story announcement!

    
    
    
    
                The day has finally arrived! My other new story is up, go check it out! Also don't forget, Norman book 1 will be hitting Amazon Next Monday!  

In a distant future, Alexander wakes to a reality where his past is a fog and his consciousness inhabits a robot body. Faced with a fragmented memory and an uncertain future, he embarks on a quest for answers. Amidst the hum of his repair shop, where he scrapes by, he delves into the mystery of his transformation.

As Alexander forges ahead, stitching together the threads of his identity, unexpected companions join his journey. Among them is a precocious girl whose presence sparks forgotten emotions, offering a glimpse of his lost humanity. Yet, in the shadows, lurk those drawn by his technological prowess, casting ominous shadows over his path.

Caught between the pursuit of understanding and the threat of those who covet his abilities, Alexander confronts a pivotal question: will he succumb to adversity or emerge from the crucible stronger than before?
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