
Table Of Contents


    
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
        
            
                	
                    Beginning from Nothing: Book 1 of The New Age
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Book 1 Prologue
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 1: The First Step in a New Reality - Part 1
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 1: The First Step in a New Reality - Part 2
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 1: The First Step in a New Reality - Part 3
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 2: Archimedes’ Labyrinth - Part 1
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 2: Archimedes’ Labyrinth - Part 2
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 2: Archimedes’ Labyrinth - Part 3
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 3: Forest of the Final Sleep - Part 1
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 3: Forest of the Final Sleep - Part 2
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 4: The Blighted Basin - Part 1
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 4: The Blighted Basin - Part 2
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 4: The Blighted Basin - Part 3
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 5: Primitive Obsessions - Part 1
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 5: Primitive Obsessions - Part 2
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 5: Primitive Obsessions - Part 3
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 6: Hidden Dangers - Part 1
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 6: Hidden Dangers - Part 2
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 6: Hidden Dangers - Part 3
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 7: Things That Go Bump in the Night - Part 1
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 7: Things That Go Bump in the Night - Part 2
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 8: Gilded Cages
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 9: The Next Level
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 10: Shedding Light on the Shadows
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 11: Hunter Becomes the Hunted
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 12: Cornered Rat
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 13: Apex Predator
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 14: Continuing Forward
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 15: Fallen Queen
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 16: End of Solitude
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Interlude 1: The Voice of the Herald
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Interlude 2: Wandering Horizons
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Interlude 3: Hidden Opportunity
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Green Dawn
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 17: Secrets of a Crown
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 18: A Test of Will
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 19: Mutually Beneficial Relationships
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 20: Keen Eyes
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 21: No Longer Distracted
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 22: Forging Weapons
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 23: Born Anew
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 24: Bittersweet Departures
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 25: Changes
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 26: Bridges
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 27: Rogue
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 28: No Way Back
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 29: The Final Test
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 30: Theft in the Night
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 31: Cat and Mouse
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Interlude 5: A Twist of Fate
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Interlude 6: Poor Lost Soul
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Interlude 7: Plots and Plans
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Interlude 8: An Unfortunate Guest
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 32: Overpopulation
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 33: Plans for the Future
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 34: Winter
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 35: A Change in Leadership
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 36: Least of the Greatest
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 37: Still Heart
                

            
        
    




    
        Beginning from Nothing: Book 1 of The New Age

    
    
    
    
                Global warming.



Overpopulation.



Pandemic.



Supernovas and meteoric extinctions.



The universe is coming to an end, and the powers above have decided to pull the plug on this version. But not anytime soon.



Two young men and a young woman find themselves among the 500 humans recruited as Beta Testers for the next version of the Universal Code, the magitech workings that power reality. 



Updates for humanity include:

Patched Tongue Biting glitch

Decreased acne spawn rate

And Magic



Not all the changes are positive however. Monsters, foul magic, nobles, and politics all conspire the prey upon these new citizens. Asher, Elijah, and Li must gather their strength and prepare for humanities migration to this new reality, or witness their people cast into servitude.

            

    
        Book 1 Prologue

    
    
    
    
                “Hello and welcome to Universe version 7.00.20 (Beta)! As a randomly chosen member of the recently deceased, you have been selected to help test this newest iteration of The Universal Code! We hope you are pleased with the changes the Developers and the Alpha Testers made during their time here. (All Alpha Testers have been retired from the Game of Life and will not be present, you lucky Beta Testers will not be retired with the move to version 7.01.00.)”

“What, what are you talking about? Last I remember was hitting that ice patch on the interstate…”

“Do try to keep up Seed 471 of the Humans! .237 Celestial Cycles….Translating…. 13 days, 9 hours, and 7 minutes ago you died due to extensive body trauma incurred during medium speed transport. You then received, through random assignment, the 471st Ticket as a first wave Beta Tester. Congratulations! The old laws of reality were getting a bit boring so we decided it was time for the release of the next version. We think you’ll like what will be in store for you.

“Wait what now?”

“Updates for Race: Humanity include, but are not limited to, the following:

Patched Tongue Biting glitch (Finally, right?)

Decreased acne spawn rate

Removed tooth regrowth limit

Fixed “Enter and Forget” bug

Re-balanced and re-released Magic for your species

Increased statistical limitations

(Those last two tie in to the new laws of reality, but they are pretty exciting, aren’t they?)”

“Now hold on, what do you mean magic? What the hell is going on?”

“Now onto the General Updates:

Implementation of Status Menus. We liked the concept and it certainly adds a bit of fun for us. With the creation of Status Menus, Magic and Racial Traits have been rebalanced and reworked to better contend with a far more dangerous Universe.

Racial and Ability Upgrades. Through the use of Evolution Points, new abilities can be created, old abilities can be strengthened, and your race itself may become...more. Use these points wisely as they could mean the difference between life and death.

Racial Spawn Points rearranged. To encourage interspecies communication, multiple races will share starting Spawn Points. Races have been matched with each other based off of technology levels, intergalactic presence, and various other factors. Work with your chosen matches to grow together, or crush them and take their strengths for your own!”

“I DON’T WANT TO BE HERE!”

“Welcome to your new reality! Please make your first purchase now.”

As the mysterious voice finally stopped, the perfectly black void was interrupted with the ghostly blue glow of a backlit screen and a soon to be familiar menu.




	
Purchase Menu





	
Evolution Points: 250 (100 Point base, +100 Bonus for Beta Tester, +50 Handicap Bonus)





	
Abilities





	
Racial Traits





	
Items





	
Statistic Boosters





	
Fusion









“What….what is this? Please, just let me go back home.”

TIME LIMIT: 23:59.59…

This was the introduction every individual had to their new reality.

23:48.15

Some were scared, many were convinced it was some kind of prank.

23:37.02

Most sat there in shock, confusion, or denial of reality, slowly watching the counter tick down to zero.

23:22.34


Very, very few made their choices here seriously and carefully. That was unfortunate. If more had, perhaps there would have been fewer deaths in the days to come.

            

    
        Chapter 1: The First Step in a New Reality - Part 1

    
    
    
    
                When humanity, and indeed most species, first encountered the system, the vast majority had one of three responses. Treating it like a game, believing they were simply dreaming, or shutting down. Those that treated it like a game were able to handle the initial reaction, but quickly lost their composure when forced into their first real fight. Those that believed they were dreaming were quick to run and hide when they experienced pain. Those that shut down never even made it that far. Those that thrived generally fell into one of three categories: Those who had experienced true fights for survival, those that had expected their death before being integrated into the New Reality, and those that stepped up. The third was by far the rarest. – History of a New Age, pg 10.


“So...I’m seed 206 huh?”

“That is correct.”

“Any suggestions on how to spend these points?”

“Select options that optimize your chances of survival.”

“Thanks. You’re a real help.”

“You’re welcome.”

The sheer mockery of the response caught Liam by surprise. Huh, guess whatever the voice is, it gets sarcasm. Who’d have thunk? He was distracting himself. He knew it. The voice probably knew it. But what else was he supposed to do? This wasn’t what happened in reality. This was what happened in some bad fantasy book you picked up off a library shelf, or for super cheap at a garage sale. What was he supposed to do with this?

None of it was what he expected. If he had to express what he had expected, it would have been nothing. Probably. But even that was a lie. What to expect afterward was never something that really came up. Not unless you were having a theological debate. Still though, anything would be an improvement on nothing. At least that’s how he usually felt about it. It’s easy to adjust to something unexpected when you have no expectations, I guess.

“Well, better go with the obviously interesting one. Show me ability options.”




	

Abilities





	
Evolution Points: 250 (100 point base, +100 Bonus for Beta Tester, +50 Handicap Bonus)





	





	
Enhanced Mind (Basic) – cost 50 EP





	
Enhanced Physique (Basic) – cost 50 EP





	
Extended Senses (Basic) – cost 50 EP





	
Meditate (Basic) – cost 100 EP





	





	
Armor Spell (Common) – cost 50 EP





	
Aura Spell (Common) – cost 100 EP





	
Bolt Spell (Common) – cost 100 EP





	
Enhancement Spell (Common) – cost 50 EP









“What’s the difference between Basic and Common? And isn’t there anything else? Shouldn’t this be a giant list or something?”

“Basic is an ability any race can learn. Common is something any individual of your race can learn. You do not have the required Evolution Points or have not met the pre-requisites to qualify for other skills.”

“I suppose that makes sense. Too much to wish for a cheat power right off the bat I suppose. Hmmm… Show me Racial Traits.”




	
Racial Traits





	
Evolution Points: 250 (100 point base, +100 Bonus for Beta Tester, +50 Handicap Bonus)





	
Scarification: Humans, and mammals in general, are known for their ability to survive grievous wound. If with unsightly side effects. Just because you put one down, don’t expect it to stay down. Tier 1 (Tier 2 cost: 20 EP)





	
Self-Regulation: Humans, and indeed most of their evolutionary tree, have proven very capable of surviving a vast range of environments. Don’t expect one to die off just because you’ve raised or dropped the temperature 30 degrees. Tier 1 (Tier 2 cost: 20 EP)





	
Endurance Hunter: Humans may be slow and lacking many classic defenses, but when all else fails they’ll just…keep…coming. You may have outrun one so far, but keep an eye out. They’ll be there soon enough. Tier 1 (Tier 2 cost: 20 EP)





	
Hysterical Strength: Ever hear how you shouldn’t back a rat into a corner? Oh, you haven’t because your world never developed mammals? Well, suffice to say that humans are worse. Be wary of massive physical stat boosts in humans when they encounter extreme danger. Tier 1 (Tier 2 cost: 20 EP)





	
Enhanced Charisma: Humans are, above all, a social species. Where you find one you are very likely to find more. Even the more solitary members of the species tend to prefer the company of at least one or two others. This can result in extreme danger when they are given a chance to interact, communicate, and develop together. Tier 1 (Tier 2 cost: 20 EP)





	
Jack of All Trades: Humans may not often be the best at any one thing, but they’ll often prove their ability to manage a bit of everything and make use of every tool they have. This race is composed of Warriors, Mages, Rogues, Scientists, and everything in between. The only thing to expect when facing a human is the unexpected. Tier 1 (Tier 2 cost: 20 EP)









“That’s...a different way of seeing things. And honestly, seems like a lot of hype for things that aren’t that impressive. Tell me System (I can call you System right?), what are Racial Traits?”

“System is a perfectly acceptable nom de plume,” The voice replied, “Racial Traits are what give your race an edge. They are the attributing factors to your superiority over competing species from your Version 6 environment. Racial Traits can be enhanced to further your natural advantages.”

It was strange. Sometimes the voice for the system seemed more individual. Other times it seemed more mechanical in its responses. It could go from nothing more than a programmed response to an expected question at times to a far less impersonal reflection when encountering something apparently unexpected. The difference was glaringly obvious, like comparing a chatbot and talking to an actual person. At first the voice had seemed almost…proud as it agreed to the name of System. Answering his question about what the Racial Trait portion of the menu, on the other hand, was certainly one of the times where the response was more mechanical in nature. Almost as if whoever was in charge had grown bored and left the computer to answer for them.

“Show me Items”

Very quickly a massive list of possible items showed up. Anything from meals (the actual phrasing was “Meal, Unspecified - Variable Cost” and seemed to allow for options from caviar to a ham sandwich) to enchanted swords with various effects. He had tried opening and option titled “Sword Enchantments” and the resulting submenu had too many options to process, in addition to each description being far too vague to rely on.

Hm, if I rely on the items menu I’m as likely to find an enchanted weapon as a cursed one. I can’t rely on this to get me through. At best it will be a nice bonus for the guy that loots my body after I die. Better to improve something simple than to buy an item I’m not entirely sure how to use. With such thoughts, the Item Menu was promptly dismissed. He would have to come back to it at a later date when he could be more confident of what he was purchasing. If he had a larger stockpile of points he might be more willing to take the risk, but it seemed foolish to spend many on what was essentially a lottery at this point without an excess of points to burn. Or if he was desperate.

“What about Statistic Boosters?”




	
Statistic Boosters





	
Evolution Points: 250 (100 point base, +100 Bonus for Beta Tester, +50 Handicap Bonus)





	
Constitution +1 – cost 11 EP





	
Resistance +1 – Cost 10 EP





	
Resilience +1 – Cost 10 EP





	
Strength (L) +1 – Cost 9 EP





	
Endurance +1 – Cost 10 EP





	
Dexterity +1 – Cost 12 EP





	
Intelligence +1 – Cost 11 EP





	
Wisdom +1 – Cost 12 EP





	
Acuity (G) +1 – Cost 13 EP





	
Perception +1 – Cost 11 EP





	
Charisma +1 – Cost 8 EP





	
Luck +1 – Cost 9 EP









“Ok, so as expected. This menu is how you increase stats. Not very helpful until I actually know what my current stats are. And how useful an increase of one actually is… Still, far and away the cheapest option for actually empowering myself so far. Hey system, can you show me my current stats?”




	
Status





	
Name: William (Li) Aiden Licht


	
Class: NA, Level 0


	
Race: Human, Level 1





	
Constitution: 103





	
Resistance: 97





	
Resilience: 97





	
Strength (L): 84





	
Endurance: 96





	
Dexterity: 115





	
Intelligence: 108





	
Wisdom: 111





	
Acuity (G): 122





	
Perception: 109





	
Charisma: 77





	
Luck: 85





	
Evolution Points: 250


	
Class Experience: NA


	
Racial Experience: 0/100





	
Skills





	
Scarification Tier 1


	
Self Regulation Tier 1


	
Endurance Hunter Tier 1





	
Hysterical Strength Tier 1


	
Enhanced Charisma Tier 1


	
Jack of All Trades Tier 1









“Oh, wow. Uh, that’s a lot higher than I expected. Shouldn’t human average be, like, 10?”

“100 is the average for a level 1 individual of your race. Individual stat values change to reflect the associated race. For example, a giant with 100 Strength will be vastly stronger than a mouse with 100 Strength.”

“Huh, ok. So more useful as a reflection of yourself and how you chose to improve than as a comparison against others? That’s different. What about the little L and G in my stats? And what do all these stats do anyway? Some are pretty self-explanatory but others… How does Resistance compare to Resilience for example?”

“Stats can, on rare occasions, be modified from racial norms. These result in the Lesser and Greater version of the stat. Each is worth slightly less or slightly more respectively than the same stat in other members of your race.”

Before Li could respond, another blue box had filled his vision.





	
Statistics





	
Constitution: How much damage you can take before you die.





	
Resistance: How well you can protect against and recover from attacks against your body.





	
Resilience: How well you can protect against and recover from attacks against your mind, magic, and soul.





	
Strength: Determines what your maximum Ki and physical ability are.





	
Endurance: How quickly you regenerate Ki. Protects against the effects of exhaustion.





	
Dexterity: How quickly you use Ki. Dictates the movement complexity limits of your body.





	
Intelligence: Determines what your maximum Mana is. Helps retain information.





	
Wisdom: How quickly you regenerate Mana. Helps prioritize information.





	
Acuity: How quickly you use Mana. Dictates maximum complexity of thoughts you can visualize and keep track of at a given moment.





	
Perception: Helps one to recognize their physical, magical, and spiritual surroundings.





	
Charisma: Can be heavily influenced without the use of evolution points based on circumstances, history, and other modifiers. Affects an individual’s ability to get what they want.





	
Luck: Each point has an infinitesimally small chance to affect the outcome of any action.









“Well… I guess it’s time to make a decision huh?”

            

    
        Chapter 1: The First Step in a New Reality - Part 2

    
    
    
    
                Elijah remembered drifting to sleep thinking about how he needed to take off early for Annual Training the next day. He had woken up to, this. And he didn’t want to think too hard about what the rest of that meant. Thankfully, being trained as a Guard Medical Specialist and years as a paramedic prepared you for, if nothing else, surprises. Maybe not this specific kind of reality shattering surprise, but it was still significantly better than no training at all he imagined. He took a second look at the screen this mysterious entity had shown him and tried to do what his training demanded, assess the situation.




	
Status





	
Name: Elijah Gabriel Nguyen


	
Class: NA, Level 0


	
Race: Human, Level 1





	
Constitution: 115





	
Resistance: 102





	
Resilience: 104





	
Strength: 92





	
Endurance (G): 116





	
Dexterity: 88





	
Intelligence: 103





	
Wisdom: 114





	
Acuity: 98





	
Perception (L): 78





	
Charisma: 100





	
Luck: 98





	
Evolution Points: 250


	
Class Experience: NA


	
Racial Experience: 0/100





	
Skills





	
Scarification Tier 1


	
Self Regulation Tier 1


	
Endurance Hunter Tier 1





	
Hysterical Strength Tier 1


	
Enhanced Charisma Tier 1


	
Jack of All Trades Tier 1









“It appears my greatest strength, according to this, is my staying power. I need to capitalize on that. Would you please bring up the Racial Traits again Voice? Without the long description please.”

“Of course, Seed 166.”

“It would be best to admit that if I do this I am probably going to get hit. A lot. I am going to need to increase my endurance even more most likely. Please spend 40 EP to upgrade Endurance Hunter and Scarification to Tier 2.”

As he said the words, he felt something throughout his body. Not painfully, but like when you feel a shiver run its way down your spine, expanding and spreading to his limbs as well. When he looked at the menu again, the words had changed.





	
Racial Traits





	
Evolution Points: 210





	
Scarification: Tier 2 (Tier 3 cost: 30 EP)





	
Self-Regulation: Tier 1 (Tier 2 cost: 20 EP)





	
Endurance Hunter: Tier 2 (Tier 3 cost: 30 EP)





	
Hysterical Strength: Tier 1 (Tier 2 cost: 20 EP)





	
Enhanced Charisma: Tier 1 (Tier 2 cost: 20 EP)





	
Jack of All Trades: Tier 1 (Tier 2 cost: 20 EP)









“Hard to say how much that changed, but our traits put us on top on Earth. Hard to imagine they would be worthless here. I need to ration the rest though. At minimum I need three things. A weapon of some kind, something to protect myself, and a way to fix myself up. I didn’t see any guns in the item shop and I’m not about to run around with a sword and no training. I also didn’t see a healing spell, but the shop had basic medical supplies for fairly cheap. It also listed health potions, but those might be outside my price range. I should probably save some points for food and water as well in case I can’t find any wherever I end up after this timer finishes counting down.”

“Well, if I am going for outlasting my opponent, I think that armor spell is probably the way to go when it comes to protecting myself. I imagine that will up my survivability a lot, and maybe it will help me out with deciding on how I am going to deal with attacks. Voice, please spend 50 Evolution Points on Common Armor Spell.”

“Matching Armor spell to existing magical element. Error. Individual is not an awakened mage. Preparing to awaken magical abilities. To ignite your own magic, you will be exposed to Primordial Chaos for one minute. An element will be awakened within you according to elemental aptitude.”

“What?”

“Chaos Gate opening in 3”

“Could we please wait on this? Give me a chance to prepare.”

 “2”

“Should I hold my breath or something?”

“1”

“Well, thank you for the countdown I guess.”

A tear appeared in front of Elijah. And through it, Elijah could see everything. Not just everything that was, everything that could be and everything that could never be. The pure wonderful, terrible impossibility that the ever-shifting scene showed him forced his eyes shut. Then he felt the tear envelope him. What followed was one of the worst and best minutes of his life. His skin burned as his bones froze, all while his heart told him he was enveloped in the embrace of a lover, then sitting on his father’s lap and eating his mother’s home-made cooking. It was ecstasy. It was torture. It was impossible. And then it was over.

When Elijah felt Chaos recede, it took most of the memories of his time there back as well. One small spark was left, however, a spark that settled inside him and began to color something within. Previously unnoticed veins of power running throughout him came alive, and were slowly colored a deep red. A small alert sounded and a new type of window opened. Appearing across the air in front of him as though written in fine calligraphy, he was informed of his new status.




	
Luck activated! You have gained access to the Deeper Magic Blood Magic. Access to Beginner Blood Magic Spells has been opened. At this time the following spells have been granted.





	
Blood Blade: Create a blade from solidifying either your own blood or blood around you.





	
Bleed: Cause existing wounds on a creature to deal additional bleed damage.





	
Sacrifice: Utilize the health of yourself or other creatures instead of mana to cast spells.





	
Additional Spells can be discovered through practice or research.












	
Your Common Armor Spell has been attuned to your Mana and affected by your heartfelt need at this time. Congratulations! You have unlocked the spell Blooddrinker Armor - Beginner. In addition to slightly increasing your defense, this armor will drink the blood from its surroundings to strengthen itself and heal its user. Drinking large amounts of blood from one individual will result in increasing bleed damage to and drastically increased defense against that individual.









            “Well now. That is a disturbing spell set, but exactly what I need. I wonder what it says about me that I apparently have a high aptitude for Blood Magic? I might have to rethink my stance on a sword at this rate. Still, I need a better way to deal damage. Or at least something to make using a sword safer until I am more capable with one.”

“Please show me the Abilities Menu again voice. I still have enough for another purchase or two, but I need to think first.”




	
Abilities





	
Evolution Points: 160





	





	
Enhanced Mind (Basic) – cost 50 EP





	
Enhanced Physique (Basic) – cost 50 EP





	
Extended Senses (Basic) – cost 50 EP





	
Meditate (Basic) – cost 100 EP





	





	
Armor Spell (Common) – cost 50 EP





	
Aura Spell (Common) – cost 100 EP





	
Bolt Spell (Common) – cost 100 EP





	
Enhancement Spell (Common) – cost 50 EP





	
Awaken Second Magic Aptitude – cost 1500 EP









“It would likely be best for me to purchase a Bolt spell. That seems like the main offensive option. An Aura spell would probably be my other option. Hopefully it would let me fight more effectively close range, and if I am serious about learning to use a sword it might be the way to go. Yeah, the more I think about it the more I like that plan.” Psyching himself up, Elijah remembered the points he had already spent. “Plus, there is the fact I already set myself up to take hits. Kind of a waste if I then go on to shoot everything from one hundred feet away with a bolt spell. Guess that’s that. Voice, please spend one hundred Evolution Points to unlock Common Aura Spell.”





	
Your Common Aura Spell has been attuned to your Mana and affected by your image for its purpose. Congratulations! You have unlocked the spell Blood Roil Aura. Opponents who enter the range of this spell will feel their blood agitate and rile within their veins resulting in sickness, distraction, and decreased coordination. 









“Well. I guess that settles it. Definitely a solid base to be some kind of sword wielding endurance fighter.” With that in mind, Elijah spent forty-three points on a common grade short sword and common grade set of leather armor, saving the last seventeen points for food and water emergencies.

After he got used to wearing his new armor and at least making basic slashes with the sword, he spent a while practicing his abilities. Unfortunately, with-out an opponent or sparring partner he couldn’t get a good feel for his abilities or actual combat effectiveness. Knowing there wasn’t much more he could do with the current situation, he decided it would be best to rest for the coming ordeal. So decided, he went to sleep asking the Voice to wake him up when he only had an hour left on the countdown.

            

    
        Chapter 1: The First Step in a New Reality - Part 3

    
    
    
    
                “I want to spend 100 points on Meditation! There has to be a reason it is expensive. The other two are obvious. They are attack spells. So, what is with this one? Bob, make it happen!”

“Yes, Mistress.”

The voice was very bland she decided. While messing with it she had discovered that this entity or menu or whatever it was could be heavily modified just by willing it, but the dull tone of its voice took a lot of the fun out of some options. In fact, the only reason she had decided to stick with the name Bob was that she swore she detected a slight huffiness to its responses after she first called it that. If this…thing…was going to kidnap her from her old life it could deal with having a name it didn’t like.  




	
Congratulations! You have unlocked the Meditation ability! As the first of your species to select this ability, it has been upgraded to Enhanced Meditation – Uncommon. As such, all effects will be slightly enhanced. 

 

Meditation is the core ability of Universe 7.0. By using this skill an individual will enhance their recovery of health, stamina, and mana. Additionally, when these stats are full an individual utilizing Meditation will be able to slowly amass Evolution Points by absorbing energy from the environment. Caution – This skill can only be used while out of combat and in an undistracted state.  









She’d originally changed the background to neon green just to see if she could, but the natural blue of it was somehow calming in her opinion. It was possible that was just what she had come to expect after seeing it the first few times though. “Well now, that’s a useful ability!” Thinking quickly, Ashe came up with a plan to maximize her preparation time in this void space.  “Bob, how much time before we have to go?”

“There are twenty-two hours, forty-eight minutes, and thirteen seconds remaining before your time in the Setup Stage is passed, Mistress.”

“You don’t need to tell me the seconds unless I specifically ask Bob.”

“As you wish Mistress.”

“I wonder how many more Points I could get by using Meditation until the end…”

“Within the Setup Stage and other areas closely aligned to the Primordial Forces, Evolution Point Production is increased tenfold or more.”

Surprised that the voice would offer up information not specifically asked for, Asher was briefly stunned. Then she realized that she was wasting valuable time. “That’s a no brainer then! Let me know when I have two hours left Bob. Wait, scratch that. I bet I’ll need to eat in a few hours.”

“While within the Setup Stage your physical body is not fully present mistress. As such you will experience side effects such as lack of hunger, loss of time, and dampened emotions. You will not be hungry in a few hours.”

“That…actually explains a lot. Thank you, Bob. And just to be safe, alert me when there are three hours left in this place.”

“Yes mistress.”

Sitting still could never have been considered Asher’s forte, she generally didn’t have the patience for it. Thankfully, the combination of the new skill passively increasing her focus, the decrease in all of the distracting impulses related to a living body, and the way time flowed in this place helped immensely. It also helped that the skill was more than just a passive background process without feedback. She could feel SOMETHING flowing through her body and as she used the skill, she felt gradually able to reach out and affect that something. Smoothing out sharp corners, gathering areas where it scattered, increasing the flow where it stagnated. It was hard to get a complete picture of this system, but it felt vaguely like a second set of blood vessels. Consistently returning to one central location near her stomach before being fed back out to the rest of her.

For what felt like mere minutes she sat and followed the flow of this energy through her. Spinning around the great vortex in her abdomen. Being shot out and into her arm, following the flow through each finger, and working back toward that central vortex before being shot out into the other arm. The complicated flows through her head and the various slower moving pools situated throughout her body. Then, just as she began to feel like she could sense something DEEPER she heard a voice.

“Mistress…Mistress…2 hours 51 minutes… Mistress there are 2 hours and 50 minutes remaining in your time here.”

Coming out of her trance left a cold feeling across her skin, like leaving a pool and suddenly being exposed to a chill wind. It was also a bit of a shock and slightly disorienting, offering proof that attempting to multitask with the skill going was a bad idea. Slightly grouchy, she turned to the spectral clock. “Thank you, Bob. You are incredibly helpful and definitely did not screw up my chance to do something cool.”

“You are welcome mistress.”

Bob’s inability, or possibly refusal, to understand sarcasm could only elicit a deep sigh from her as she resolved to just move on. “Alright no use crying over spilled milk, let’s see what I got out of this.”




	

Congratulations! Through deep Meditation without regard for food, drink, or rest in a place of metaphysical significance you have collected a large amount of primordial power. You have received 151 Evolution Points. Additionally, you have approached a Revelation in your skill. Revelations occur due to deep understanding or control of a skill and can be used to advance your skill to a higher rarity or to specialize the skill. Learn, grow, achieve the impossible!









“Wow, yeah. Thanks for the heads up about this place Bob. This definitely puts me in a better starting position. Now I just need to figure out what I am actually going to DO with all these points.”

Asher’s first instinct was to spend every point on as many spells as possible, but she resisted that urge. At least for now. After all, it wasn’t a given that mage would be the best build for her. Sure, she had good mental stats, but it would be pretty cool to swing around a giant sword cutting things in half. Or she could go full rogue and stab stuff without them ever knowing. But then again, could anything really beat pointing her finger and having whatever was there blow up? Look at Dungeons and Dragons, mages get all the cool stuff. Blowing up entire groups of people, changing the landscape, teleporting. Yeah, Mage is definitely the way to go.

“It’s decided! Bob, purchase a bolt spell and an enhancement spell. Let’s see what these can do!” Asher’s excitement for what was to come left her bouncing on the balls of her feet and she could have sworn the menu brightened just a little in some kind of shared enjoyment.

“Matching Bolt spell to existing magical element. Error. Individual is not an awakened mage. Preparing to awaken magical abilities. To ignite your own magic, you will be exposed to Primordial Chaos for one minute. An element will be awakened within you according to elemental aptitude.”

“Oh cool, any hints for what to do with this?”

“Chaos Gate opening in 3”

“Hope I get something amazing! You better not screw me over on this Bob.”

 “2”

“And here we go!”

“1”

As the crack in the air passed over Asher, to her cry of excitement, a suave, silken voice could be heard resonating in the empty space. “Seed 198, you certainly are amusing. I look forward to seeing what you come back with.” The declaration absolutely radiated smug amusement and anticipation. Just a quickly, though, the owner of the voice returned to silence as it waited for her return. A return that was punctuated by loud laughter; the pure joyous sound of an adrenaline junky that had just discovered a new thrill.

Asher could feel something in those strange running veins she had discovered while meditating. They were abruptly easier to sense, as though colored by black and purple with small flashes of silver. Like crackles of lightning in storm clouds. While it didn’t have the same feel as when she had approached what the menu called a “deeper understanding”, it was certainly a qualitative change in the flow of energy running through her compared with before. Like putting fresh batteries in an RC car that was sluggishly moving under the dregs of ancient AAs previously. She felt herself pacing, unable to sit still with this new feeling tingling throughout her. “I’ve never felt so alive Bob! That was amazing. Absolutely terrifying, but absolutely, positively, addictively thrilling! So, what did I get?”

Quickly a menu popped up to answer her question, along with a unique alert and fanfare. Quickly the words were written across the air in front of her and while the fancy penmanship took her a moment to adjust too, the meaning of the words quickly set her grinning. As she continued to read through the messages, Asher couldn’t help but to let out a whoop of joy at her new spells.




	
You have gained access to the Fundamental Magic Lightning Magic. Access to Beginner Lightning Magic Spells has been opened. At this time the following spells have been granted.





	
Shock Grasp: Electrocute your opponent through physical contact. This spell can be channeled for additional damage. Chance to stun.





	
Feedback: Release a pulse of electricity around you, dealing minor damage. Chance to stun.





	
Thundertrap: Leave a condensed nucleus of electrical energy through physical contact. The next thing to come in contact with this nucleus with sufficient force will detonate it, releasing a pulse of energy. High chance to stun.





	
Additional Spells can be discovered through practice or research.












	
Your Common Bolt Spell has been attuned to your Mana and affected by your conviction on the true path of a spellcaster. Congratulations! You have unlocked the spell Thunderbolt - Beginner. This spell can be launched at a distant target. This spell can be charged over time for additional damage. If used in the presence of natural lightning, there is a chance these natural bolts will be drawn to the target. Chance to stun increases with charge time. 












	
Your Common Enhancement Spell has been attuned to your Mana and affected by your vision of battlefield control. Congratulations! You have unlocked the spell Branching Bolt - Beginner. This spell can enhance another Lightning spell. The spell will be modified to branch to surrounding targets. Damage of the spell will be split 50% to the initial target and 50% divided among the remaining targets. Killing the initial target will drastically increase the damage of each branching bolt. If a branching bolt kills a target, that branching bolt will spread again.









“Ohhh~ THESE are going to be fun. I need something to keep people away though, because I would much rather use Thunderbolt than Shock Grasp. Hmmm, what do you think is most likely to be good for that Bob? Don’t answer that. I know you can’t tell me, just thinking out loud. Hmmm, well I don’t think an Aura or Armor spell is the way to go. Those seem like they’d be a good idea for a close-range mage and I want to be as far away from sharp pointy things as I can get. Enhancement spells seem like they modify existing spells, so unlikely to be useful. Extended Senses and Enhanced Mind both sound interesting, but again I don’t think they are going to give me a good escape or anything. No, for that I think I’ll need to rely on my body. Guess that only really leaves Enhanced Physique anyway, so here’s hoping! Purchase Enhanced Physique Bob!”

“As you wish mistress.”




	
Your Basic Enhanced Physique skill has been attuned to your Mana and affected by your belief in its purpose. Congratulations! You have unlocked the ability Thunderstep Physique. Using this ability, the user briefly transforms their body into living lightning, quickly traveling a straight distance before returning to physical form a short distance away. Caution: This skill has the known side effects of exhaustion, loss of orientation, nausea, and physical harm when overused.









“Perfect. Lastly, spend 84 points on Intelligence.”

“Yes, mistress”

“Well, I guess we’re ready then.”





	
Status





	
Name: Asher Sophia Goche


	
Class: NA, Level 0


	
Race: Human, Level 1





	
Constitution (L): 81





	
Resistance: 92





	
Resilience: 110





	
Strength: 97





	
Endurance: 86





	
Dexterity: 78





	
Intelligence (G): 141





	
Wisdom: 109





	
Acuity: 118





	
Perception: 72





	
Charisma: 109





	
Luck: 118





	
Evolution Points: 17


	
Class Experience: NA


	
Racial Experience: 0/100





	
Skills





	
Scarification Tier 1


	
Self Regulation Tier 1


	
Endurance Hunter Tier 1





	
Hysterical Strength Tier 1


	
Enhanced Charisma Tier 1


	
Jack of All Trades Tier 1





	
Abilities





	
Thunderstep


	


	





	
Spells





	
Branching Bolt


	
Thunderbolt


	
Shock Grasp





	
Feedback


	
Thundertrap
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                The Beta Testers may have been the first members of the old reality to experience the new universal iteration in its entirety, but they were not the first members of the old reality that The Moderators of the universe recruited. Before them came the Alpha Testers, famous beings from the histories of the thousands of cultures that inhabited the old reality. These Alpha Testers were assigned the job of fleshing out The Moderators New Reality. While The Moderators created the core rules of the new iteration, the Alpha Testers created the locations, relics, and citizens meant to fill the empty universe they awoke in. Many did what they could to leave a legacy to their species. Something to help them in this new, hostile reality. Of course, the rules of The New Age required that any item of great opportunity be gained with an equivalent amount of danger.   – History of a New Age, pg 27.


When the timer hit zero, Li fell to the ground like a puppet with his string’s cut. He didn’t even feel the impact with the ground as his mind blanked and vision retreated. Following this, there was a lurching feeling similar to hitting a sudden drop on a roller coaster. Like his stomach hadn’t been paying attention and was now being drug behind the rest of his body. In front of him glowed another blue window, but even that faded as soon as he had finished reading it. The ensuing darkness that followed the screen’s retreat quickly came to an end as he lost consciousness, nothing remaining but the words of that final message bouncing around in his head.





	
 Welcome Challenger, to a Proving Ground designed by one of the greatest in the history of your people. Here you may find the power to advance into your new reality, if you have the wits, bravery, and skill to claim it. Welcome, mortal, to Archimedes’ Labyrinth.  









The first thing Li noticed when he returned to himself was the sound. Like an army marching, there was a constant rumble of sound similar to hundreds of feet pounding the ground. This was accented by the sharper noises of metal clashing with metal and shockwaves running through the earth beneath him, reinforcing the feeling of some great mass of movement bearing down on him and causing him to leap to his feet. Thankfully, there was no great horde of soldiers bearing down on him. No, it was something much stranger.

In a valley spread out below him were hundreds of spires and mounds forcing their way out of the ground, each covered in vines and plants. It was as though they had been grown from planted seeds scattered around haphazardly. Or, more darkly, as if some giant object had exploded in the sky above long ago, sending shrapnel to bury itself in the ground below, and the shards had simply been left to be reclaimed by nature. The placement, on first glance, appeared random entirely random. Despite this natural appearance, the pieces themselves had a certain…uniformity that tickled at the back of his mind. They looked familiar somehow…

Directly in front of him was one of these strange objects, significantly smaller than many of the examples he had seen below. The object was a vaguely pillar shaped piece that seemed worn on the edges. He scanned it slowly, from top to bottom, trying to place the oddly shaped monoliths.  He had barely started his investigation when, out of the corner of his eye, he saw something move. Instantly, he put his guard up and quickly focused beyond the pillar, toward the valley below. He didn’t see anything in his immediate vicinity, so he allowed his gaze to sweep toward the horizon. There, towards the back of the valley, he saw a great mountain rising from the ground that quickly established itself as a place of importance in his mind. Though the mountain certainly had a roughness that implied it was natural, its general shape was much too sharp for that to be the case. The peak was a point, an actual point! Almost like somebody had begun carving a pyramid from a natural mountain and given up halfway through. Various flat faces and sharp corners could be seen, along with more natural cliffs and outcroppings. The sheer impossibility of such a construction made him unable to do anything but stare for a short while, working to come to terms with something so strange.

And then he saw the movement again. The entire mountain had spun! Just a little, but with an object so large even a slight rotation amounted to billions or trillions of tons of rock moving thousands of meters. It was incredible, and impossible. At least, it was in his old universe. As he kept an eye on the horizon, he noticed that the mountain seemed to turn every 30 seconds or so. And it wasn’t the only thing moving. Many of the spires and mounds were moving too, all on their own schedule. As the various pieces turned, he began to see outcroppings and offshoots on individual pieces that would appear and disappear with the greater rhythm of the whole. They were all various types of gears and machinery! It was all one great mechanism, or perhaps the ruins of one.

As he continued to observe he noticed that what appeared to be paths would open and close with the movement of the various parts, leading toward the mountain. A worm drive might push a wall out of the way, revealing an entrance into a hallway leading closer to the center of the maze, and then a piston would cause the floor to raise and another entrance to that hall would disappear. Li spent far too long simply watching, mesmerized by the coordination of so many great parts. He knew he should move, that something could attack him any moment. That each minute staring was another minute lost before it got dark and he should be finding shelter or supplies. But he just couldn’t bring himself to break away from the fantastical sight. “A great, ever moving maze leading to a clockwork mountain. Incredible.”  

Shaking himself he began to move. The first order of business was to investigate the area he had woke up in.  A quick look around revealed he was in a glade with only one obvious exit, a pathway leading down toward the valley and, in turn, the mountain. The edges of the glade were blocked by a dense amalgamation of trees, shrubs, rocks, and various broken parts that did not appear to move at all. With time and effort, he might be able to force his way through this natural barrier…might. And he doubted he could make any appreciable progress before he found himself in need of food and water. The vegetation seemed supernatural, as when he had cut down one vine with a throwing knife (something that had required no small amount of effort given how poor a tool a throwing knife was for that job), it had quickly grown back. Not instantaneously, but at a visible rate. Easily an eighth of an inch or so of growth every minute.

Li also had a sneaking suspicion that something else would inevitably appear as he forced his way into the forest. Something that would force him back in the direction of the maze. A cliff, or roving monsters, or lack of water. He had seen what appeared to be lakes at various points throughout the maze, so he knew some existed in that direction. But out there? Beyond this living wall? Who knew? Certainly not him. So, for now at least, forward it was. As he began working his way down into the valley below, he brought back up his earlier notifications.





	
 You have gained access to the Ancient Magic Force Magic. Access to Beginner Force Magic Spells has been opened. At this time the following spells have been granted.





	
Telekinesis: Utilize force magic to move objects from a distance.





	
Force Wall: Create a plane of force that pushes any object which attempts to move through it back with equivalent force.





	
Giant’s Punch: Reinforce a punch with a force construct overlay, striking with greater power over a large surface.





	
Additional Spells can be discovered through practice or research.












	
Your Common Armor Spell has been attuned to your Mana and evolved due to your wish for a weapon and defense in one. Congratulations! You have unlocked the spell Reinforcement Armor - Beginner. This Armor Spell sacrifices some of its defensive potential in exchange for greatly enhanced Offensive Abilities. This armor has two modes: Charge and Release. While in Charge Mode, all actions you take will require slightly more energy. In Release Mode, this energy is utilized to reinforce your actions, increasing your strength. Attacks taken while wearing the Armor will be slightly weakened as force is drawn away from the strike and added to your pool of saved energy. Mana can be spent to utilize the reinforcement properties of the armor instead of or in addition to the pool of saved energy.












	
Congratulations! You have purchased a set of 3 Honed Steel Throwing Knives. These knives are well balanced for throwing, honed to a fine edge, and have been slightly enchanted to increase durability.












	
Your Basic Enhanced Mind skill has been attuned to your Mana and affected by your current need. Congratulations! You have unlocked the ability Perfect Force Understanding. Using this ability, the user will perfectly understand the component physics in an area. This allows an innate sense of the motion of anything they see or sense, an instant understanding of the amount of force behind any motion, and how to best influence any kinetic or stored energy in the area. Utilizing mana increases the number of forces one can comprehend and the speed at which comprehension comes.












	
Your Basic Extended Senses skill has been attuned to your Mana and affected by your purpose. Congratulations! You have unlocked the ability Motion Sense. Using this ability the user will sense any motion in their surroundings. The ability is always active at a very limited range, but Mana may be used to increase the range at which you will sense motion.  









He had originally selected an armor spell with the simple thought that the best way to deal with a new, dangerous situation was to be harder to kill. He also figured that if worse comes to worst, armor could also be a pretty potent weapon. The best armors combined defensive strength with offensive potential to help their bearer survive as long as possible. Then he had awakened his magic.

Even now, hours later, thinking back to that event left him shaking in a combination of fear and excitement. He had felt options open up in his mind as his Force Magic was awakened. Like having the entirety of a college physics degree shoved through his head, most of it forgotten just as fast as it was learned. It had taken him a while to notice the new knowledge, an intimate understanding of his element that subconsciously affected his following decisions. Affects that were more obvious in retrospect.

After he had unlocked his magic, he had been able to understand flight patterns from tosses on such an instinctual level that purchasing the throwing knives had taken barely any though. It just made sense. He could feel how the physics should work, how to properly throw the knife. Besides, his original plan had been to build into something rogue like. Enough range to be able to attack without putting himself at risk, skills focused on detection to make sure things didn’t surprise him, abilities to allow him to be slippery enough to escapes most situations, and an armor spell to keep him alive in the worst-case scenario. With Telekinesis he could even reclaim his knives, or maybe attack with them.

He had chosen enhanced mind and enhanced senses since the throwing knives meant he didn’t need a bolt spell for a ranged weapon. He had hoped they would help him keep track of things around him, make sure that someone sneaking up behind him or an unseen attack wasn’t what would kill him. He wasn’t disappointed by what he had received, and it reaffirmed to him that he had made the right choices. It certainly seemed like intent affected what abilities you got, at least to some degree.
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                May as well start putting my armor to use, the sooner I start building up a charge the better. Breaking through the rhythmic, monotonous sounds filling the air as the great machine ground on, Li declared, “Reinforcement Armor.”

As he spoke, the first thing he felt was a slight fogginess in his mind. He assumed this was the side effect of expending mana and that it would get worse as he approached zero. It wasn’t bad right now, but casting a large number of spells in a row would slowly push him to the point where everything around him was just a blur of motions and colors with no meaning. The next thing he felt was a surge of power flowing through his body. While the energy itself was physically invigorating, every bit of it was paid for as the feeling of fuzziness slowly started to expand. Like the feeling you have after an especially long meeting that you had to pay close attention to, where you just wanted to stare into space for a few moments to regather yourself.

The process of actually casting the spell was intense. Every spell felt slightly different but they all had one thing in common, they required you to control a sudden rush of the power attempting to burst its way out of you. Thanks to learning the spell through the shop, there was a flow his Mana naturally wanted to follow, but the power continuously tried to slosh out of these engrained routes. The best comparison he could think of was a sudden turn on a water slide. If you let the water flow too fast or didn’t build the walls up high enough, the water would just fling itself out due to momentum. When casting the spell, he would metaphorically use his will to build each wall up and slow the flow at appropriate junctions so that spillage would not happen. If he let the power just swell as it wished, the spell would fizzle out. This at best resulted in a small light show around him. At worst the failure was more explosive in nature. As far as he could tell, controlling the spell took intent to tell the power what to do and will to keep it controlled.

While experimenting with his magic in the strange void, he had discovered that while speaking out loud was not required for a spell to activate it made the casting significantly easier. It helped him focus his will and define his intent by acting as a sort of mnemonic tool. The benefits to his control weren’t particularly noticeable for his instantaneous or continuous control spells (Giant’s Punch and Telekinesis). The more perpetual effect spells, the ones he stopped thinking about after the initial cast, had a far more tangible benefit to having the spell name spoken out loud. It seemed like the more complex the magic, the more concentration he needed while casting and the more of a benefit this verbal addition would give. He was also willing to bet that more advanced spells, especially ones that took a while to cast, would require speaking out loud simply to properly focus his will and keep his mind from wandering.

Once he had properly wrestled the power into the proper pattern, the first external sign of the magic appeared. A set of two concentric circles with esoteric symbols in between appeared in the air above his head, glowing a pale blue-white. The color was so soft it wouldn’t normally be visible in a bright area, but something about the glow drew the eye. It was like the color existed outside the normal spectrum for humans and enhanced the coloration to the point where it would always be visible regardless of the situation. It was an unfortunate side effect that would prevent someone from casting a spell stealthily in most situation. He bet an ability or skill existed to hide or eliminate the glow and maybe even the entire visible ring, but it was pretty obvious that casting a spell without this theoretical ability would never be a subtle thing.

As he continued to push power into the spell, the paired rings grew until the inner circle was wide enough to encircle him. Then it began to drop. As it passed over him a slight glow was left on his skin. If seen in passing, the spell almost looked like a blue-white jumpsuit. The kind of skin tight suit you’d see on a superhero, though if you looked closely the suit was covered in sigils taken from the spell’s ring. From more than a foot or two away, these sigils faded and the armor spell was simply a diffuse glow surrounding his body. Wearing the suit, which defaulted to Charge Mode, instantly made his movements just a little more sluggish. Like he was running in ankle deep water. While experimenting he had discovered he could increase or decrease the resistance, ranging from almost nothing to feeling like he was trying to move while submerged in mud.

Immediately, he decreased the drain on the armor. He wanted to be able to react quickly to any threats that appeared, even if it greatly slowed the rate he charged the armor at. He didn’t entirely remove the resistance though, as he wanted to have something up his sleeve to deal with this theoretical threat. As he moved, brief pulses of light would flow from the source of movement toward a glowing circle in the center of his chest piece. Each time his feet hit the ground, and on the occasions when he used his arms or hands to push vines or branches out of the way, the points of contact with the armor would briefly flair a brighter blue. This resulting light would also work its way across the armor in swift flashes to join the glow of stored power on his chest.

#

The first twenty minutes or so of his journey passed without incident. He encountered no living creatures, the pathway did not branch, and none of the stones around him moved. In total honesty, it didn’t even feel to him like he had properly entered the Labyrinth yet. He would have expected monsters or traps. Something to threaten him during what had instead turned out to be a very peaceful walk on a beautiful day. Instead, the path down the hill and into the valley from the hidden glade was more like an entry hall into a king’s throne room. Something meant to impress the visitors and give a taste of the wonders housed further within. Every step of this idyllic path gave a view of the mountain before him and large sections of moving machinery, impressing upon him the grandeur and size of the place. If one looked closely, they could see smaller things moving within the Labyrinth. Things that appeared roughly human in size, probably monsters meant to destroy anyone impudent enough to attempt to enter the Labyrinth, roamed the numerous halls and vast corridors that dotted the mountain side creating a sense of danger and opportunity.

Li could feel his heart rate speed up as he approached the base of the hill, excitement growing as the atmosphere began to intensify. He began to lose sight of the overall layout of the maze as the sound of motion intensified to a deep, rumbling crescendo. It grew to become was more than just a simple sound, shaking the very ground beneath his feet. The force of it, the sheer nature of magic driving the movement of this vast place, seemed to almost physically overtake him. It produced a feeling of fear and…insignificance that he had never felt before. Something had mastered nature to a previously unimaginable degree here. Magic had achieved what modern science would deem impossible. He imagined this is what a man in a comma for decades would feel upon waking up and discovering the internet. A new possibility, previously unimaginable, that redefined day to day existence.

As he stared at the slowly rotating mountain, he once more reminded himself that this was possible now. He himself was not capable of it right now, but maybe one day. The idea that he could grow to have power like that scared him. The idea of others with that level of strength terrified him. If a normal person from his old reality had a bad day, they might crush a can or accidentally break a phone. A being capable of something like this might shatter cities. As an accident. A single moment of loss of control and…boom. His only option was to grow, to be able to protect what he cared about from people like that.

Despite this, the possibility of such power also encouraged him. Just like one might destroy a city in the day, with magic it might be possible to build a city in a day. Or fix hunger by growing crops from seeds in hours instead of months. If somebody could make a mountain float, what was the limit? What couldn’t magic accomplish?

One might argue that what he saw was the creation of an Alpha Tester. Beings that, based on the words of the System, had basically been gods going around this universe and creating wonders. Li would argue that, assuming this reality followed the same basic principle of deeper logic that the old reality did, everything in the world was a series of followable inputs and outputs dictated by natural laws. If that was true, humans would eventually be able to achieve something like this too. It might take centuries, but they would get there as they learned and grew to understand how magic worked. He doubted it would even take that long. If there was one thing humans were undisputable masters at, it was telling the natural world that they didn’t care what nature said should be possible for humans. Whether it be flight, instantaneous communication across vast distances, or even something as simple as crossing oceans, mankind had found their own way to achieve what their body did not have the natural ability to accomplish.

Soon, something emerged ahead of him that seemed to mark the beginning of this places dangers. His first obstacle in this new world. The object in question had revealed itself on his way down from the grove. In the beginning, the object in front of him was simply blocked by the trees as the path had slowly wound along the edge of the dungeon. After it eventually revealed itself, the great gear in front of him had been the most prominent object in his field of view besides the mountain. While he had initially been unable to tell exactly what purpose this giant mechanism had served, his approach had revealed a small hole in the gear. A gap that would occasionally appear at the gear turned that he could use as an entrance and slip through if he was fast enough. A trap that would crush him under tons of stone and metal if he was just a little to slow.

On his way down he had determined that this part was easily one of the largest moving pieces he had seen in the valley, and now it made sense. A great entrance gate reaching high into the sky above him. The entryway itself was only a small hole on the outer edge of the gear and appeared almost sluggish on the massive monolith of stone. He knew it was moving far faster than it appeared, however. Beyond the entrance way, the front of the gear was carved with various images and runes.

The carved images seemed to tell a story as the gear turned. At the beginning, right after the door had disappeared into the ground, the images showed a proud army with vast numbers of soldier. In the following scenes this army attacked what appeared to be the dungeon, only for the invading army to slowly be ground down. At the end, just before the door became accessible for use, all that was left was a single soldier collapsed and sobbing on his knees.  

As far as he could tell, this gear was the only entrance. He would need to slip through as quickly as possible and hope he could make it through to the other side without being crushed. That wasn’t all of course, who knew what would be awaiting him there? He’d be trapped over there, unable to retreat. A dangerous situation for sure.
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                With a more immediate challenge presenting itself, Li did his best to push his more existential fear and hope for the future of mankind to the back of his mind. He needed to calm himself and prepare to take on the coming danger. Thankfully Li’s particular spell set was well suited to analyzing something like this and he decided to allow the entrance to pass him by once or twice instead of immediately attempting to enter. The passive form of his Perfect Force Understanding was already telling him a lot about the obstacle ahead of him, but he started spending mana to enhance both it and his Motion Sense. A moment later he was glad he had taken the additional time and energy.

His closer inspection showed that the entrance was not one gear, but a large series that created something closer to a short hallway then a doorway. Each gear was situated a bit ahead of the gear following it, creating a slope in the hall. This made entering the dungeon significantly easier than exiting as it would extend the amount of time he had to get in, but shorten how long he had to get out. Based off what he saw and the speed of the gears, he would have about a four second window of time to enter the dungeon between when the passageway’s beginning would be too high for him to get through and the end would fully disappear into the ground. A short timeline for something so dangerous.

He could do it, but he couldn’t trip or second guess himself. This was slightly complicated by the floor of the passageway. Based on the setup of the gears, he’d be essentially running on something similar to storm sewer grating. Observation of the gears first pass had revealed wide, separated bars making up the ground between the gears. These gaps were meant to allow the approximately inch wide gears through, but nothing larger. Running on the bars wouldn’t be that dangerous, but it was one more hazard he would have to look out for.

The real danger had revealed itself in the timing. At maybe thirty-five feet in length, his senses told him that, with his comparatively unimpressive physique, if he ran at full speed it would take him something like two seconds to get through the hallway. A much closer thing then he preferred. He would have to start while the “floor” of the hole in the gear was still about a foot off the ground. Any higher than that and it wasn’t worth the additional risk of the angle of the floor tripping him or making him roll his ankle. Any lower and he would be losing valuable time that could potentially make the difference. Deciding that the one pass of the gear had given him all the information he would be able to glean, he wanted to make his attempt during the next pass. It would be a little while before the large gear was in position, so he made preparations.

He tied his shoes. He zipped up his jacket so it wouldn’t be flapping behind him like a cape and potentially get caught in the gears. He made sure his handful of personal possessions were secured and not likely to fall. He had been brought to the new universe with his travel bag, which had been sitting next to the bed he had fallen asleep in for his last night in the old reality. Inside wasn’t much. A few changes of clothes, personal hygiene items, the book he’d been working on, his wallet, his phone, a solar charger his mom had gotten him for his birthday three years ago to take on his camping trips, a notebook, and some pencils. And the letters. Upon finding those, he had folded them back up carefully and put them between the pages of the book to keep safe. Then he zipped up the bag, tightened the straps, and snapped together the buckle that went across his pecs. He was ready as he’d ever be. This, of course, was when the nerves and doubts set in. Did he actually want to enter Archimedes’ Labyrinth?

He didn’t have to. He could still try to go through the forest. As he’d already noted, going into the dungeon would be significantly easier than getting out. This was likely a one-way trip, with no going back if he changed his mind. That said, not much had changed for him since he last decided between the dungeon and the Labyrinth. He hadn’t noted any branching paths he could have taken on the way down. The only place he knew there would be water was inside the maze. And honestly not even that far in. There had been a lot of ponds throughout the maze and the first was barely past the entrance from what he could tell. He also still didn’t have an easy way through the fast-growing vegetation.

As for food, he hadn’t seen many animals on his way down into the valley. Those he had seen had only been thanks to expanded his motion sense. Mostly birds and squirrels high in the tree tops. Maybe, maybe he could rely on them for a food source. At the same time though, as he had waited, he had noted birds flying into the dungeon and landing on trees on the other side. He was willing to bet other animals waited over there too. Or at least as many as could be found out here. The trees may have been sparser on that side, but there was still plenty of vegetation.

Above all, he kept coming back to what the system had told him. He could find power in Archimedes’ Labyrinth if he had the skills to claim it. Power was what he needed. Power to keep himself alive. To protect those he cared about when the rest of humanity was subjected to this universal update. To do what he wanted. To avoid being a nobody like he had been in the old reality. Some of his motivations may be selfish, but he never claimed to be a hero. So yes, he would challenge this dungeon. He would make sure that when his family and friends came across, they would have a safe space. And he would make sure he was remembered. It was a decision he had already made when he read the name of the place if he was being honest with himself. A promise that he would challenge this place and succeed. He prepared himself to meet that challenge as the entrance to the dungeon approached.

Then it was time. As he began running, he screamed “RELEASE!” In response, the streams of light on his armor reversed, sending flashes from his chest to his muscles as they activated. The color deepened and he felt himself strengthen. Each step became more like skating, each one launching him forward in an unexpected burst. Thankfully, his Perfect Force Understanding ability meant he was able to almost automatically adjust his movements to the change. Surprised by how much of a boost the armor was giving him after being charged for so little time, a small part of himself realized that his fear meant he was burning mana as well as his stored energy. He could feel his thoughts becoming ever so slightly more sluggish each second as the mental strain accumulated, the slight flow in his mana veins as they moved through the proper configuration. This emotional loss of control was not enough to worry about, at least not in the short term, but something to be careful of in the future lest he overwork himself.

He jumped up into the hallway and launched himself forward again, his Motion Sense making him aware of every inch of progress. The inside of the tunnel was well lit as the sunlight found its way through the gaps between gears. In fact, it seemed as though the gears were comprised of some kind of highly polished bronze and were constantly reflecting the light back into the eyes of any individual trying to run through the entrance. The blinding light seemed to be meant to cause hesitation, a potentially deadly pause given how little time there was to get through this tunnel. Li ignored it though, instead focusing more on his Motion Sense and keeping his eyes down to note the placement of the bars and escape the glare.

His lack of reliance on his eyesight was what saved his life. As he exited out the other side of the tunnel, just breaking through the last big flash of light across his face, he felt something ahead of him. An arrow flying quickly toward his lower stomach, launched from some sort of trap in the wall opposite the exit from the gears. With a final flair which burned the last of the light on his chest, and a decent amount of the mana in his veins, he threw himself into a somersault across the ground. He felt the arrow pass by him and enter the tunnel, only to be crushed into splinters by the turning gears a moment later.

He had just made it into the Labyrinth, and already without his new abilities he would likely be dead. Reduced to paste after being brought to a halt by an arrow to the gut. It even looked like the aim of the arrow had been specially designed to interact with the gear entrance. If the individual running through took too long, forced to more of a crouch as the roof closed down on them, the arrow would be at roughly head height. If the roof was low enough to force them to crawl, they were probably going to be unable to make it out anyway. And if they had made it through with some time to spare, as he had, it would be crippling strike that would halt their momentum, likely leaving them unable to escape in time.

Entering this place might not have been the best decision, even if it was seemingly his only decision if he wanted to accomplish his goals. Then again, perhaps this trap was a good thing. It was good to be reminded of his mortality. He had been subconsciously riding high on his new, incredible powers. Even while telling himself to stay cautious, he had thought he had time to re-read notifications and daydream as he moved. To let his mind wander. Something about having superhuman powers had left him feeling invulnerable on some level. This dispelled that. He had to take this seriously. Or he’d die again, probably permanently this time.
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                Unfortunately, not all Alpha Testers were so magnanimous. They were selected from famous beings throughout their culture’s history. Not good beings, not kind beings. Beings that changed the world around them for better or for worse. Some created true horrors meant to destroy people in mind and body. Various hypotheses exist for why they did this. Whether anger at their fate, jealousy that others would get to live in this New Reality and they would be killed the moment they ceased being useful to The Moderators, or just a sick enjoyment of pushing people to their breaking point. Thankfully, The Moderators also required that all great dangers created by the Alpha Testers have equivalent reward. - History of a New Age, pg 27 (cont.)


Far sooner then he would have preferred, a ringing intruded upon his sleep. “One hour remains within the Setup Stage Elijah,” the Voice calmly announced. It had selected a sound that was exactly like the alarm on his phone to awaken him with, and the sheer familiarity lulled him into a calm that took him a moment to shake off as he remembered what had happened. He recalled more than when he had first arrived in this place now. The bank, the kid, Ryan yelling. It was all becoming more clear. Even after sleeping so long, he felt tired. Nearly overwhelmingly so. Unfortunately, he had things to do, which was probably a good way of keeping his mind occupied. Nothing distracted someone quite as much as immediate threats, a good way to keep him from thinking about his old life. Everything he had lost. Jason, Triss, and his old corner apartment.

He let out a long breath, opened his eyes, and refocused on the task at hand. He double checked what supplies he had managed to bring with him on this strange trip: one comfortable set of clothing, his coat, the first-aid kit he kept in the coat’s large pockets, his phone, his wallet, the candy bar he had been saving for later, and his now useless car keys. Not anything particularly useful right now, but you never knew what would end up being lifesaving later. He briefly debated buying a bag from the Voice, but didn’t want to waste the points right now. Everything could be carried in his various coat pockets and worse comes to worst he could just tie the coat around his waist if it was too warm.

“Alright Voice, what can I expect when I go down?”

“Officially entering your new reality. Your body will be fully realized upon arrival and you will leave your semi-spiritual current state. Your location of arrival has been randomized, but will be near a place of power. From there you will decide the best route to you and your species’ continued survival.”

“Thank you, Voice. Any last advice before I go?”

“Don’t die.”

Raising his eyebrow at the slightly sarcastic tone of the answer, Elijah could only reply, “Thank you.”

“Also lie down, you are less likely to hit your head.”

Seeing the counter hitting 3 seconds, Elijah didn’t have time to question it and quickly lay down. He was thankful for it when he lost consciousness shortly afterward.




	
Welcome Challenger, to a Death Trap designed by one of the greatest in the history of your people. Here you will be pushed to the edge, forced to prove what you are willing to do to survive. Rejoice, for here may find true strength if you survive. Welcome, mortal, to the Forest of the Final Sleep.  









When Elijah awoke, he was lying in a picturesque forest. The trees rose above him and the branches were filled with emerald green leaves. He heard bird song in the branches around him and small creatures scuttled through the undergrowth. Through the leaves and branches above, a little bit of golden light filtered through. Just enough to make out the ground around him through the surrounding gloom. While he would not say that the forest was dark, it was obvious he was deep in the old growth of the forest and the area would never be truly well lit. Deep shadows were a constant around him, making it hard to tell what might be hidden in their umbral depths.

None of that was truly strange though. It was vaguely creepy, praying on his more animalistic instincts and awakening instinctual fears of being stalked, but not strange for a forest seemingly untouched by humanity. No, the only truly strange thing in this forest was the temperature. The plants around him looked to be in the full flowery growth and majesty of late spring or early summer, but Elijah could feel a deep chill that seemed to force itself into his bones. Even walking into one of the rare beams of pure sunlight that managed to break through the canopy above didn’t dispel the chill.

He wasn’t truly cold, at least not enough to make him fear hypothermia or frostbite, but it was a late fall chill. The type that cut through whatever light jacket you were wearing and warned you of winter just around the corner while sending a shiver rushing down your spine. It was also clearly supernatural in origin, as his heavy winter coat did nothing to prevent the chill. The frigid aura was quickly causing his skin to goosebump, but, once again showing the unnaturalness of the sensation, his breath did not cloud the air in front of him.

Elijah was tempted to activate his Blooddrinker Armor for added safety, but the constant mental drain of the armor consuming his Mana made him hold off for the time being. Better to save it for when a more obvious threat presented itself. For now, best to start securing resources. Water and shelter were his primary concerns, food would come after that. Anything else was of tertiary importance for the time being. No telling how long he would be lost in this forest.

With this in mind, Elijah began walking. Initially he followed his training on how to properly find your way through a forest without accidentally walking in giant circles, however he soon discovered these precautions were unnecessary. The chill he felt had the very strange property of being directional, like some kind of magical version of hot and cold. As he had trekked through the forest, he had felt the coldest part of his body move from his shoulder toward his back, an unwavering thread leading back toward something.

The real question then became, should he walk toward or away from the source? Walking toward it would almost certainly mean greater danger, The Voice had called this place a “death trap” and the source was obviously something important, dangerous, or both. The Voice had also said this place was an opportunity though, and an opportunity usually meant people trying to seize it. It might be his best chance of finding someone, anyone, else. And really, what better choice did he have? Keep walking in a straight line until he eventually left this forest, no idea where the closest town might be? All while having no idea how big this forest was?

At worst he could just walk toward this source until things became too dangerous for his liking, then he could turn around and walk away. His brief exploration of the forest so far showed there were plenty of animals like rabbits and squirrels he could kill for food and he’d seen several small streams so far. In fact, he had been just about to sit down and figure out how to best allocate his remaining points now that he knew what kind of situation he was in. Specifically, he had plans to get a canteen and some form of water purifier.

It hurt spending sixteen of his remaining seventeen points, but was worth it to prepare himself for heading deeper into the woods. Most of the points went to a large canteen that was enchanted with a water purification spell, but he was still able to pick up some other useful items. A simple sleeping bag that could be hung over his shoulder like a sling bag when rolled up, a lighter, and rope were Elijah’s other acquisitions. At this point, He slightly regretted not getting a proper bag to carry everything in, but it was really a chicken or the egg situation. If he had purchased the bag, he wouldn’t have had the points to but the things he needed the bag to carry. For the time being he would just have to deal with a slight bulkiness and work on collecting some points to fix the situation.

Pockets bulging like a squirrel’s cheeks with his equipment, Elijah began working his way toward the source of the chill. When he passed a stream a short while later, he paused briefly to fill his canteen. Other then that brief interruption, his walk continued for what he estimated to be several hours. He couldn’t be entirely sure as he had turned his phone off upon first arriving to save what battery remained and had apparently not been wearing his watch at the time of his death. Not that the thing would have necessarily told him anything, who knew what kind of timezone he was in. Based off the movement of the sun so far though, it would be dark fairly soon. An hour or two maximum if he was correct in how long he had been walking.

For a supposed death trap, this place had been very peaceful. Throughout the day the only violence he had encountered had been inflicted by his own hand upon the local wildlife. He had tested his Blood Roil Aura on a couple rabbits he had seen in his path, hoping to use it to secure dinner for himself, and it had not disappointed. When the red circle appeared at his feet, rapidly expanding outward until the rings edge passed the bunnies, they had quickly tried to flee. Unfortunately for them, neither had been able to do more than sprawl and trip in a drunken meander in a desperate retreat. Slightly sickened by the obvious fear of the creatures, but also needing to eat, he had quickly used the short sword to put them out of their misery. The entire thing had felt vaguely villainous to him. Still, his survival came first and the rabbits were the only food he had found for himself. On the plus side, this approach was far faster than traditional hunting and was ideal for optimizing his use of time and allowing him to spend as much time advancing toward the source as possible. Much too fast to give it up for a different method.

Focusing back on the present, Elijah began whistling happily to some half-remembered pop song that had been popular for the last year as he began searching for the nights shelter. The rabbits were a comfortable weight hanging from his belt with small pieces of his purchased rope. While the three already there promised a full stomach and no immediate fear for his food supply, the entire experience had meant more then that. As he had observed throughout the day, the forest was positively teeming with life. With such an effective hunting strategy and so much potential prey, he had no fear for his long-term ability to feed himself.

#

Eventually, Elijah found a promising camp site. An old tree with a large split about ten feet up its trunk. The trunk of the mighty tree was very wide at its base and the split only served to increase the available space as the trunk divided into four large branches that continued upward into the canopy. He could easily sit in that fork, leaning back on one of the less vertical branches, and be safe from any predators on the ground below. He had passed a stream not far back, maybe fifteen or so minutes ago, and the fast-flowing water had offered a fantastic spot to cook his meal. Close enough he could easily access it, far enough away he didn’t have to worry overly much about it attracting predators to his chosen sleeping spot.

Knowing enough not to keep food at a campsite, Elijah turned around rather than approach the tree. The supernatural chill at his back, he began working back toward the stream. The tree had been rather distinct in its width, he should be able to easily pick it out on the way back without making any special arrangements. It had also been taller than many of its neighbors and situated on a small hill. He could almost imagine it as an individual standing on tiptoes in a crowd of people, hoping to catch a glimpse of the area around it.

He debated attempting to climb to the top to scout the area around him when he got back, but decided the idea was untenable. The upper branches were likely too thin for him to feel safe going out on them and the thick canopy of the surrounding trees would probably hide anything of note anyway. He would keep the option in mind in case he found himself in a more desperate situation, but right now a broken limb from a bad fall was not something he was willing to risk.

#

Soon enough, the sound of running water could be heard and a small brook could be seen flowing through the forest ahead of him. The water was shallow, barely even two feet at its deepest, and clear enough to easily see the pebbles and sand that lined the bottom. A large shale shelf lined the bank on his side, separated from the water itself by a good two or three feet of mud. Further up the stream Elijah could make out the rocks he had used to initially cross from one side to the other. He had been trying to stay as dry as possible at the time, fearing exacerbating the effects of the strange chill invading the otherwise pleasant weather. This time though, he wanted easy access to water so he could clean up after he butchered the rabbits and had no plans on crossing.

Working quickly, he found some extra stones to build up a fire ring on top of the shale ledge. He proceeded to create a small fire using branches and leaves he scrounged from the surrounding forests, then whittled a spit out of a few larger sticks and two relatively straight branches he cut from a tree and peeled the bark off of. The green wood hopefully wouldn’t burn and drop his dinner into the flames below. Following his cookware preparation, he skinned and cleaned the rabbits as best he could. While not completely new to the process, it had been almost a decade since he last went on a hunting trip and the result was not the best. He had wasted a lot more meat than he meant to. Then again, distrust in his own butchering skill was part of why he had killed more than one rabbit.

He washed the carcass with purified water from his canteen, stuck them on the spit, and placed them over the fire. The skin, offal, and other remains he proceeded a short distance into the forest with, then buried at the base of a tree. That was not the most fun for him, as he did not have a shovel or an implement to carry the various remaining parts of the rabbit. He had to do both with his bare hands. Returning to the creek, he walked a little way down stream before proceeding to heavily scrub his hands. He then returned to his makeshift cook site and refilled the canteen with fresh water, giving the enchantment a moment to do its job.

As he sipped on the water, he couldn’t help but reflect on his day so far. It was slightly unnerving how easy it had all been. A walk through a forest teeming with beauty, easy to catch dinner, and accessible water everywhere. It honestly hadn’t even been that difficult to find a safe place to spend the night.

“Suppose it’s best not to tempt fate by bellyaching over easy travels. Still, I will feel better when I find this supposed danger I’m being asked to face. Soon enough I will be jumping at shadows expecting the worst. That or I’ll get so comfortable that I won’t even know it when something shows up to kill me.”

The rabbit meat ended up bland and a little burnt, but Elijah was hungry enough that that barely mattered. His ravenous appetite meant he consumed the first and about half the second rabbit before his stomach was satisfied. Probably should avoid bringing any food back to the campsite huh? Reluctantly abandoning the last of the second rabbit to scavengers, Elijah once more washed himself off using water from the stream. Then, figuring that this moment was as good of an opportunity as any, he shucked off his shirt and splashed down his upper body, quickly removing the worst of the day’s sweat and grime. He did this quickly, as the sun was rapidly setting and he did not want to try to find his way around in the dark. Satisfied with his quick rinse, Elijah packed up and found his way back to the tree. Quickly making his way up into the safety of the branches, he crawled into his sleeping bag tied himself loosely to the nearest branch to prevent himself rolling out of the tree. Stomach full and overall content with the events of the day, he allowed himself to drift off to sleep.

#

His rest didn’t last long. As far as he could tell it was the tail end of twilight, the horizon still looking a little grey as the very last of the sun’s light found its way into the nighttime sky. In that darkness, something was screaming. It was a bone-chilling, high pitched shriek of pain, like a child being murdered. The shriek was quickly joined by other similar screams, until it sounded like they were coming from all around him. Different cries soon created a veritable symphony of pain as seemingly the forest itself worked to make its pain known. Everything from the roars of large predators to the squawks of birds and even squeaking from mice, rats, and other small rodents hiding in the underbrush. All seemingly suffering the greatest pain of their existence.
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                It horrified Elijah, to hear so much pain surrounding him, and he immediately began trying to discern the source of it. Adrenaline surged through his veins as he got out of his sleeping bag and lent his actions urgency, stretching seconds into hours. Surely something must be causing this. A poison gas or literal acid rain. Maybe some large area spell similar to his Blood Roil Aura. Whatever it was, he needed to figure it out soon both to help the victims and avoid a similar fate. Unfortunately, the gloom of the dark forest meant his efforts at determining the cause were in vain. No strange lights, no strange smells. No discomfort beyond the ache of sleeping on a hard surface. Then something changed.

The screams deepened and became more echoing, their source seemingly shifting deeper into the animals’ chests. With the change in pitch came a change in tone, shifting from pain to anger and hunger. It was like the forest itself was screaming for his blood and meat to satiate it. Soon none of the previous tortured sounds remained and there was only rage. Rage and a need to feast so strong he could practically see the red haze of bloodlust descending around him.

That was enough to set the deepest instincts of Elijah’s brain into overdrive. The fight or flight response in his body was screaming at him to either start punching or start running. His vision blurred at the seeming omnipresent feeling of danger as he tried to focus in every direction at once. His shoulders clenched and he began breathing harshly. There was nothing he could do. Nothing in sight for him to fight, no direction that seemed safe for him to run in. A blink appeared in the corner of his vision and he somehow knew that when this was over there would be a notification waiting for him. A notification that had chosen not to appear in front of him so his concentration wouldn’t be broken. Despite this, he knew what the blue screen would say. His Hysterical Strength ability had been activated.

It was at this that whatever was out there found what was left of his dinner. The growling, hissing, and squawking redoubled in the direction he had come from, accompanied by the occasional scream of apparent victory or violent crashing as multiple creatures seemingly fought over ownership of the remains. The fighting quickly escalated as the sound attracted more and more of the creatures hiding out there in the night. Once or twice a scream was suddenly cut off as whatever creature had been crying out lost the fight for ownership of Elijah’s leftovers and then some, becoming more meat for the remaining creatures to fight over. Too terrified of the other creatures surrounding him to leave his tree and with nothing immediately threatening enough to push him into fighting, Elijah found himself unable to turn away from the source of the cacophony. His previously blurry vision narrowed in with razor sharp focus to the bushes separating him from the small stream. He felt like he could hear everything, even the scrape of claws on rocks and trees or hiss of breathing from fanged mouths as the creatures brawled.

He stayed like that, motionless and soundless, as the fighting continued. Nothing else could penetrate his absolute concentration upon something that every fiber of his being screamed was a threat. The cook-site, his cook-site, had become a war zone. He could only imagine the bloody carnage that must be erupting around the paltry bit of food he had left behind.

Eventually the fighting began to die down and the war-cries became less common. He heard one final roar, a resounding crash, and then blessed silence. In the following minutes, there was the occasional growl as the victor warned off scavengers. Occasionally a sharp crack would ring out as the unknown creature broke apart the bones of its victims to get at the marrow within or rip off chunks of its meal. This was preferable though, a well-fed apex predator that had driven off any other threats in the area.

While the sounds of the creature’s victory feasting were certainly enough to keep Elijah awake and fearful, they were not enough to keep the adrenaline pumping through him at the same levels. As the hormone driven energy left his body, mental exhaustion and leaden limbs took its place. He couldn’t sleep yet, not while whatever was out there continued to feast at the brook so close to him, but he could pull back his focus on it. He could blink his dry eyes and take stock on other things.

First and most importantly he was alive, and nothing had tried to come up the tree to get at him. His weary mind was thankful for this, a small sign of his safety. He definitely didn’t want to be out in the open at night though. Before he would have considered walking at night annoying, slightly dangerous, and all around more of a hassle than it was worth. Now he considered traveling past sunset suicidal. He would not end a day without shelter of some sort to hide away in. Well at least now I know why the Voice labeled this place a death trap.

#

While his night’s vigil never revealed the victor of that riverside deathmatch, eventually exhaustion did claim him. Late, late into the night and after whatever had been at the riverbank had finished eating. After the scavengers had come in and had their own, lesser fight over the rights to what was left. After they had finished and the forest had returned to silence. After hours of deathly quiet, as though the forest feared a single sound would set off a new round of screams and roars and fighting, Elijah could not keep the crash at bay any longer. The dull blankness took control of his mind and his body did not last long after.

#

His sleep was short and fitful, interrupted all too soon by the sun rising above the horizon. Sleep still crusted his eyes and it felt as though barely a second had passed since they shut. The temptation to pull the bag over his head and continue sleeping was powerful, but he needed to keep moving.

“The sooner I leave, the sooner I can hopefully find people. The sooner I find people, the sooner I can figure out what the FUCK that was last night.” He didn’t usually swear, but the previous night had been deserving of stronger language then his norm.  “The sooner I figure that out, the sooner I can figure out how to protect myself from whatever it is. Then maybe I can actually claim this ‘True Power’ the voice mentioned.”

As he untied himself and worked his way slowly out of the sleeping bag, he replayed the night in his head. Then he cursed himself for a fool. He had had spells. Sure, activating them last night would have been very stupid as the light would likely have given him away, but he hadn’t even thought of them. If he had actually been attacked, he doubted he would have even attempted to use them.

“Need to get used to the idea of having them as an option.”

#

The first task he assigned himself after he got out of the tree was to investigate his cook-site. Knowledge was power, and he wasn’t going to ignore the potentially vital information that he might glean from scrutinizing the area just because he was scared. It would be far more terrifying to run into whatever that thing was last night with no information. Of course, maybe all he’d find was a large smear of blood and gore. Hard to say for sure that the search would yield anything of note. Better safe than sorry though, and there was nothing to be lost but a little bit of time. A few minutes was nothing when compared to the potential for game changing information.

Setting off into the woods, he tried to maintain that positive attitude. It was important to remember last night and act accordingly. To treat the woods like the threat they were. At the same time though, dwelling on it did him no good. If he spent too much time worrying, he might miss something. Or maybe it would just make him paranoid.

“Either way, best if I occupy my mind with something. One more reason to investigate the cook-site. Distractions are your best friend when dealing with stuff like this. Keeps you going. Keeps you doing something.”

Physical signs of the forest’s nocturnal denizens and their brawl were evident before he even made it to the stream. Large claws had torn sections from the tree that he had planted the offal next to and whatever had dug up the rabbit organs hadn’t paid much attention to if it was going through wood or dirt. Too frenzied by the promise of food, the thing had torn through anything standing it its way. Whatever it was, the unknown creature had had large paws. Easily as big as Elijah’s hands based on the width between the trenches slashed in the wood. The gouges themselves were unnaturally deep in comparison. While the space between each claw indicated some type of big cat, like a mountain lion, the claw length seemed to belong to a creature twice as large. Far too large for the creature to comfortably sheath or walk on.

The beast had left bite marks on the roots of the tree when trying to eat the rabbit innards, and those were also strange. They didn’t match anything he had ever heard of before. At least nothing from a terrestrial predator. Whatever had done this had multiple rows of incredibly sharp teeth, similar to a shark. The result was a crowded jumble of puncture marks on the wood and suggested a mouth with far too many teeth for its size. Similar to the claws, the teeth seemed oversized. Designed more as weapons then for their wielders comfort in day-to-day activities.

Scrape marks were visible in the middle of each bite mark. It appeared that in addition to the wicked rows of teeth, the creature had a cat’s barbed tongue. The organ had easily stripped the bark from the roots, revealing the sapwood beneath. Again, the sheer size of the scrape marks seemed to indicate a disregard for the creature’s own comfort when trying to close its mouth, or really do anything besides kill and consume its prey in the most horrific way possible. It had to be in constant pain, its own mouth betraying it as the tools used to savage its prey and scrape the meat from their bones ripped apart the creature’s own gums and palate.

Any root that had fit in the beast’s mouth had been bit through in its entirety, indicating incredible jaw strength. The strength of its limbs could be seen in the large chunks of wood that had been torn from the tree in addition to the gouges he had inspected earlier. Clearly this creature was strong. Far stronger than even something so large had any right to be. This was not something Elijah would ever want to contest directly in a fight. Better to flee or lead the thing into a trap. Wearing it down might work, but as he was now a single hit from the creature could very well mean death.

“And this was the creature that fed on the offal. Whatever monster won ownership of the actual meat was more almost certainly dangerous. This makes no sense. These are alpha predators. Why are they going after left over bits of rabbit?” He may not have hunted any, having absolutely zero way to properly utilize so much meat, but Elijah had seen signs of plenty of larger game yesterday. He had even stumbled upon one positively huge buck and two does that were quickly sent fleeing through the trees at his sudden appearance. There was no reason for something so large to be so desperate for food. These creatures had fought last night as though starving, yet the evidence before him indicated a strong, well-fed creature in the prime of its life.

“Of course, with magic in the mix who knows what’s really going on. Maybe this was the effect of something like my Hysterical Strength ability.”

With nothing left to be gleaned from this area, Elijah continued his walk toward the creek. Subconsciously, he had expected the earlier scene to inoculate him against anything he might find at the river. He was wrong. The oversized claws in the pawprints and the scraped bones were expected this time. What wasn’t was the sheer number and variety. The winner of the night was obvious, a set of paw prints in the mud betrayed the presence of something far, far bigger than the creature that went after the organs. The paws were easily six times the size of the first beast’s and sank deep enough to imply a heavy build even for its size. Five toes dotted the front of the paw and the claws were further offset. If the first scene had suggested something similar to a cougar, this beast appeared more ursine in nature.

Around it was multiple other tracks ranging from great, wolf like paw prints to small tracks that seemed reminiscent of a rat. He could only assume that the smaller prints were from the later scavengers that had shown up after the bear creature had had its fill. And despite the relatively meager scraps that had initiated the fighting, the creature had definitely feasted. He counted at least three large skeletons in area. The crushed and shattered nature of the scattered bones made it hard to tell for sure, but there seemed to be three general piles at any point. The bones were picked clean and not a single scrap of muscle remained, but dark blood stains were everywhere. In fact, the northbound path left by the ursine as it wandered away was clearly visible thanks to the bloody paw prints disappearing back into the forest.

“At least I know my spells will work on these things, could have been stuck dealing with giant spiders.”

It was unnatural how little remained of the carcasses. The scraped bones indicated tongues similar to the first creature, and the shattered bones showed signs of the marrow being removed by the same method. Hardly anything from the creatures remained intact. A legbone here, a rib there. A single skull remained intact in one of the piles, missing it’s jaw bone. The expected rows of teeth were there, crowding out the mouth and leaving Elijah thoroughly flummoxed on how the creature could ever affectively use the things for eating. They simply seemed so large as to be unwieldy. A pair of extra-long teeth marked the location of a normal mammal’s canines. The teeth were easily each a foot long and heavily reminiscent of drawings he had seen of saber-tooth tigers. The creature had a spike above each eye socket, reminiscent of a horned lizard despite the overall canine shape of the skull.

In fact, the spikes weren’t the only vaguely reptilian feature of the skull now that he looked closer.

“The temporal bone is wrong. Honestly it doesn’t even look like this thing had a temporomandibular joint, or at least not just a temporomandibular joint. A multi joint jaw like a snake maybe? Or something more like a lizard? Hard to tell without a mandible. Plus, I’ve only ever really done much with human anatomy. Still, that looks way to far back for a mammal.”

After he finished musing, he continued his search for anything that could help him. Unfortunately, what little had survived the night was not incredibly useful. All that was left here were paw prints, shattered skeletons, and the dried blood. Sighing, he could only refill his canteen and prepare to leave. No point wasting more time, the sooner he left the sooner he might find signs of other travelers. Hopefully they would be able to tell him more about what had done this.

He would need to try to catch food earlier in the day this time. Then cook whatever he got as a lunch meal rather than save them for dinner. He wanted to be able to put more distance between himself and further brawls between the nocturnal forest denizens then there had been last night. He’d stick to one meal a day for now, to try to give himself as much time as possible on the move. If he found fruit of some kind, he’d try bringing it with him. These creatures seemed highly carnivorous and unlikely to pay much attention to it.

The investigation had been both incredibly helpful and absolutely worthless. He had learned plenty. Their jaws were absolutely terrifying and there seemed to be multiple species. They came in a wide range of sizes, including at least one that had been large enough to apparently give elephants a run for their money.  He had learned that they didn’t leave much behind after a kill. That they seemed to be some abominable fusion of mammal, shark, and reptile. Most importantly perhaps, he had learned that while the creature’s massive claws were a threat, the greatest danger was in their bite.

That said, he hadn’t planned to go sticking things in their mouths anyway. He hadn’t found anything that indicated a particular weakness he could exploit or narrowed down what they actually were. In fact, the investigation had created a host of new questions. Where did something so large hide during the day? How exactly did their jaw work? Could they unhinge it like a snake or did the bones structure just give them a lot of room to open their mouth and snap it shut with as much force as possible?

“Actually. I wonder. Maybe I did find something useful.” Elijah had enjoyed nature shows growing up. Steve Irwin’s death had been a traumatic moment in his childhood, but he had learned a lot from watching the man’s show. He remembered how easily crocodile jaws could be held closed. In truth, this was applicable to just about every animal. Jaws are built for closing with as much force as possible, not so much opening. Crocodiles were just easier to get a grip on the mouth of. He wouldn’t want to try it unless he had to, but these creature’s mouths had been large. Maybe he could remove their most dangerous weapon by looping some rope around it.

Sure, after he was done he’d still be dealing with massive claws, incredible strength, and their sheer size; but that mouth. That was their favored weapon and the truly nightmarish part of them. In Elijah’s mind they were the eponymous jaws of death. While everything else was dangerous, their mouth was more than that. It was alien, and that awoke a special kind of fear. The same fear that haunts you while in the dark, visiting someplace new, or seeing a shadow under the bed as a kid. Mankind’s possibly oldest fear. Fear of the unknown.

And if these Developers had their way, they would throw his entire species into a new world. A world where every man, woman, and child would have to deal with that fear. To deal with creatures like these and worse. He refused to let that happen. He refused to leave them abandoned in a dangerous place with no safety net. He refused to leave them to suffer what he was suffering. It simply wasn’t fair. It wasn’t right. He would be there when they were crying for help.

His entire life had been dedicated to helping people, to keeping them safe. To being there when they needed somebody most. First in the national guard, heading out during natural disasters. Then as an Emergency Medical Responder. Sure, he had died so technically that life was over, but he knew deep down he could never stop it. His reckless need to save people whether they asked for it or not. Whether doing so would put him at risk or not. Never stopping in his quest to protect the people around him. To protect his community and show everyone that somebody would be there when they needed help. He just hoped he wasn’t biting off more than he could chew.
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                These places of danger and opportunity would come to be named Dungeons by the original inhabitants of the New Reality. While not all Dungeons were specifically designed by the Alpha Testers, many of the largest and most well-known were. These Dungeons would often come to be known as Grand Dungeons, regardless of their difficulty rating, and often had special rewards for the first member of the creator’s species to clear it. These rewards were often disproportional to the difficulty of the dungeon, but proportional to how under-leveled the individual challenging said dungeon was at the time of entering. The perfect starting point for a newly transported level one individual. - History of a New Age, pg 29





	
Welcome Challenger, to a Tribulation designed by one of the greatest in the history of your people. Here you may advance with confidence into your new reality, but first you must prove you deserve to advance at all. Welcome, mortal, to the Blighted Basin. 









“Bob, where am I?”

“Welcome to the Blighted Basin mistress. This place of power presents opportunity and danger to those with an adventurous soul.”

This matched with the information on the blue screen in front of her, but that wasn’t really the point. She’d been trying to catch Bob saying something interesting or new. He was more than just an announcer with a script, at least sometimes. He’d offered information without prompting and she swore she had heard him express an opinion once or twice. If it was more than just an automatic response, that offered an opportunity. Being friends with what seemed to be the supernatural, multidimensional version of a search engine’s artificial intelligence seemed like it could be advantageous. Also, it would just be really cool. Bob represented something new, something that had never existed in her old reality.

That newness was what really excited her about this opportunity. Sarah would have called her an adrenaline junky for being so excited about being sent to her possible death just because it meant experience something new. Sarah…well, best not to dwell on that. If Asher was lucky Sarah would be wandering around somewhere out there. Searching for her could wait though, for now she really should try to figure out where she actually was.

She had awoken inside a small cave, leaning against the back wall. While she had no idea where she was, it was pretty obvious the area was volcanically active. A warm, red glow shown in around a curve just past her feet and she had been doing her best to ignore the pervasive smell of rotten eggs suffusing her hideaway. Heat seemed to blanket the air, pushing down on her and left her wanting to take a nap like she often would during warm summer afternoons in college.

Next to her was her bag. She’d never liked purses much, and school hadn’t been that long ago, so one of her first purchases after getting her post-college job had been a black leather backpack and purse combo. When she checked, everything she remembered leaving inside was present. Her phone in its wallet case, a small coin purse, the paper she had been reading for her continued education, a book about the Current War between Tesla and Edison, a bottle of Tequila she had been bringing for the evening, various hygiene products, and her keys. Attached to the keys were a little cat shaped self-defense keychain and a small pepper spray cannister. Something told her she would not need those so much now that she could shoot lightning from her hands, but good to keep them in mind.

Picking up her bag and creeping toward the entrance of the cave, she stealthily stuck her head around the corner and checked for any immediate threats. The cave was made of some kind of grainy reddish-brown rock with the dark shine of obsidian noticeable in some areas. Various plant species; including a small leafed succulent that spread out as a mat on the floor, various species of moss on the walls, and something that looked vaguely like aloe vera; broke through the rock, adding a bit of life to the cave. With no obvious dangers present, she proceeded forward toward the arching mouth letting in the light. As the view beyond the cave began to form a large, six-legged skeleton was revealed to be lying across the entrance.

Whatever had left the skeleton had been large, it’s shoulder would likely have been at about the same level as her navel when standing. With the creature’s extreme length taken into account, the creature had very likely outweighed her by a fair amount. If there were more of these around, she definitely did not want to run into them. Thankfully this particular specimen seemed fairly old, nothing but white bones and a little bit of scaley skin. It seemed unlikely that any mates or pack members would come looking for it and even less likely that some predator would come back for the carcass. That would be exactly what I need. Some horrific alpha predator that mostly eats two-hundred-pound lizards showing up to gnaw on an old kill’s bones and getting me as a bonus meal.

The feet of the creature were strangely mismatched, with the first pair housing long, finger like appendages that spread themselves wide. So wide that the first and fifth of the long digits were almost parallel with each other. It looked vaguely like a spread human hand if the pinky was replaced with another thumb in the opposite direction. Wide claws tipped each digit, seemingly just as useful for digging as for fighting. The back four paws were more what she expected, all 5 toes aligned with each other and tipped with curved claws more similar to a cat’s. Or a dinosaur’s given the thing’s size. If she had to guess the front paws were meant for grabbing prey while the back would then be used for disemboweling whatever it had grabbed. Between those and the teeth, this thing is probably a predator. Not seeing many flat molars in there.

A pair of horns rose from the creatures nose similar to a rhino, while a large club tipped its tail. Probably meant for self-defense, which is not a good sign. I was really hoping this thing died to natural causes, but a club tail is way better for warning off larger predators then for killing smaller prey. Same with horns. Whatever this thing is, I don’t think it’s the top of the food chain. 

“Bob, can you tell me what this is or would that be breaking some unknown rule?”

“Locals refer to these as Certilia mistress. These large creatures are vaguely reptilian in nature, are obligate carnivores, and are notable for their six legs. They are known for being accomplished diggers. I am afraid that at this time to you are not authorized to receive more information.”

“That’s ok Bob, I expected that. Thanks for telling me what you could.”

Beyond the skeleton, a gentle decline lead down toward a faint orange glow. The exact source of the glow was difficult to make out as a large cloud of what appeared to be ash interrupted her vision. A few dozen feet to her right a stream of molten rock was sluggishly working its way down toward the distant glow, giving a hint to the likely source. That alarmed her. The presence of a glowing lava flow, even one only a few inches wide like this one, should have meant that the surroundings were unbearable hot. Flesh melting from bones hot. Instead, while it certainly wasn’t comfortable, the heat here was livable. Obviously some kind of magic at play. The question is, why? Do the lava flows serve a specific purpose? Maybe some kind of barrier to prevent me from just freely walking wherever I want? Or a hiding place for more creatures? Hard to say, but for now I am just going to avoid approaching. No point taking on more danger than I already have to.

While the ground around her was dry and cracked, it was not totally devoid of life. More succulents could be observed dotting the landscape, including a variety of large cacti, while various ferns and shrubs also broke their way through the dark soil. It appeared that while a large amount of ash meant the soil was very good for providing the nutrients and various elemental compounds plants wanted, the area did not receive much rain. This limited the local plant life to small and water efficient plants, which seemed to thrive thanks to their lack of competition.

Hopefully the plants indicated some kind of herbivore in the area. She found it hard to believe that a large predator like that Certilia could subsist without some form of large herbivore to hunt, but she supposed it was possible that they fed on smaller insectivores. There were plenty of insects flying around that could easily form the foundation of a local food chain. The most obvious, and second most plentiful behind the flies, were some sort of large dragonfly-esque creatures that seemed to be hunting the other bugs in the area. Even smaller members of their own species were not off the menu, though they seemed to prefer hunting some sort of strange orange and black butterfly that occasionally made appearances.

Stepping slightly outside the cave, Asher cautiously took a look behind her hiding spot. The view was almost exactly the same, cracked ground and succulents leading up to more clouds of ash. In fact, the cloud of ash entirely surrounded her little clearing, spinning around her like the eye of hurricane. The ground continued to slope upward behind her cave, and she estimated that all told the ground dropped maybe ten feet from one side of the maybe seventy-foot clearing to the other. Not an uncomfortable angle of decline, but definitely noticeable.

Deciding that for now her safest move was to keep observing and see if anything changed, she returned to the mouth of the cave. She could sit still, at least for a little while. Probably. Her vigil lasted maybe ten minutes as she occasionally peaked her head out to look around the clearing, noticing nothing the entire time. Thankfully her boredom was relieved in the following minutes when she noticed an issue with a particular cactus far uphill. The plant in question had constantly caught her eye when looking that direction, as it had a beautiful pink and white flower blooming on one of its little nubs. The splash of color had been a strong contrast with the grey of the ash just beyond it and one of the few things worth noting in her surroundings. Now, though, that spark of color was gone. The wall of ash had overtaken the plant in between her cautious observations.

Thinking back, this wasn’t just some ebb of the ash cloud. At least not a minor one. She attempted to pick out other landmarks she had remembered from her first look outside and realized the cloud had been slowly advancing on her position this entire time. That meant it was time to make a decision. She could continue to camp at her cave, or she could move on. If things continued as they were the ash would overtake her cave and she doubted her ability to find her way back to this location, making the decision to leave permanent. On the other hand, if she stayed here could she really survive? She had seen no sign of anything more substantial than bugs that she could eat and the options for water were even fewer. Maybe she could get some from one of the surrounding cacti, but she was fairly sure that would be a bad idea. From what she understood, most cacti were not safe to drink from. A natural defense of sorts against potential thieves in the form of poisoned water.

So those were her options, a safe base that she couldn’t leave. Where she had to hope what she needed would wander in from elsewhere, and rely on Evolution Points or rain for water. All made even worse by the possibility of being trapped inside for an unknown amount of time by a cloud of ash. Or walk out into the unknown and hope for the best. While the possibility of finding food was no higher if she left, it was infinitely more likely that she would find a river or stream by exploring then having one just appear in the vicinity of her cave. At least by the old universe’s rules, who knew with magic thrown in. It was a tough decision, and neither sounding particularly promising in her mind if she was totally honest with herself.

In the end, it wasn’t rationalization that made her decision for her. Her gut told her to move on and she trusted it. There was something incredibly uncomfortable about binding herself to this cave, like she was locking herself up in a cage. The idea of being stuck in such a small space for gods knew how long was awful, especially when she had the opportunity to be the first human to ever explore this place. One of the first to explore this entire world! No, she couldn’t stay here. It just wasn’t who she was. Besides, while the cave might have felt safe here was no proof that was actually the case.
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                Decision made, she began wandering downhill. It seemed as good a direction as any, and water would also follow that route. Since total area would decrease as she advanced down into the basin, assuming the name of this place wasn’t a trick, the likelihood of finding water would increase correspondingly. At least, that was her hope. Finding water was her first priority right now, followed closely by securing a source of food. It was true that she could purchase bottles of water from the shop if it became necessary, but that really was a final option. Purchasing food and water was an expensive prospect and would easily require her to spend three and a half hours Meditating per day if she purely relied on it. Considering what else she could do with the points, the extravagance of such an approach was even more stark. It was a possibility though, and better than dying of dehydration.

The other problem was that meditating for that long was also dangerous. If her experience in the Setup Stage was any indication, she wouldn’t even notice danger until it was far too late to do anything about it while deep within her Meditation. Then there was the insidious effect of the ability on her sense of time, which could be just as dangerous. What if she wasted entire days meditating only to awaken lost in the ash and too thirsty to continue? No, she wouldn’t Meditate until she knew it was safe to do so. Or the lack of points from not Meditating was more likely to kill her then being distracted and unresponsive for a few hours. Well, that’s a grim thought…

Mostly to avoid following that particular rabbit hole, she called out to her companion, “Hey Bob, is there any way to get Evolution Points besides meditating?”

“Of course, mistress. Meditation is but one of the three main ways inhabitants of Universe Version 7 may obtain Evolution Points. An individual will also gain Evolution Points through leveling up. This can be accomplished through numerous activities that provide Experience. Additionally, the third main way that an individual can gain Evolution Points, and the most dangerous, is through killing creatures. This will result in earning points based on the power of the creature killed and your own advancement.”

“Good to know Bob, good to know.”

#

Entering the ash cloud was a strange experience. She hadn’t known what, exactly, she had expected. Maybe a slight burning sensation or the discomfort of grime building on her skin? Definitely difficulty breathing. To her surprise, the ash was warm to the touch, but it didn’t build up on her or cause any pain. Instead, it seemed to disappear when it touched her. On contact, the flakes would burn away and leave slight singes on whatever it touched. It didn’t seem to do any harm to her skin, but enough time in the cloud would probably leave signs of wear on her clothes, the comfortable t-shirt and shorts she had been wearing when she apparently died.

For a second, that realization was enough to cause her to pause now that the emotional suppression from the Setup Stage had faded. Her final hours still weren’t entirely clear to her and it was difficult to remember exactly what happened. She shook her head and moved on with her thoughts. Now wasn’t the best time to try to work it out.

Back in the present Asher realized she had taken a deep breath to calm herself without thinking. Strangely, Asher didn’t start coughing or feel any discomfort in her lungs. It was like the ash refused to go near her mouth. She had started off walking as low as she could, like she had been taught in fire drills, but quickly switched to a more comfortable stance when she realized that getting fresh air wasn’t going to be a problem. Honestly, the cloud behaved more like fog then ash in most regards. It was fairly light, heavily obscured vision, but didn’t directly attack her body. No tears or hacking, just the light singing. If this place really had been designed by someone, it seemed that these were meant to limit vision and not directly harm the person traveling through them. As long as someone was careful where they placed their feet and didn’t try to move too quickly, the once threatening obstacle proved almost no danger.

She had been walking in the cloud for almost five minutes when something finally changed. The ash in one direction began to grow lighter, with a number of the ash particles appearing white rather than the gray that filled most of the cloud. She would have to detour from her current strictly downhill path to investigate it, but it wasn’t like she had a specific destination in mind. May as well check it out. Might be something interesting over there and wandering around without being able to see is starting to get boring.

She approached the lighter ash slowly, watching for anything that might indicate danger. The ash continued to lighten as she proceeded until the gray was almost entirely absent, then the cloud fell away and she found herself in another eye. The area was almost identical to what she had first woken up in, but without any cave or lava flow. Instead, at the center of this clearing was an ancient tree. The thing was clearly dead, lacking any leaves and bleached by the sun peering through the clear sky above them. Much of the dirt that it had originally been buried in had eroded away, creating what appeared to be a cage of roots beneath the plant. A clearly broken cage given that the tree had begun to topple over, ripping a number of the downhill roots out. A multitude of the large butterflies she had seen earlier sat among the roots and bare branches, and she noted none of the dragonflies were present in the clearing.

“What are those butterflies anyway Bob?”

“Those are Emberwing Lepidoptera mistress. They are a non-predatory species of insect. Unlike butterflies or moths these creatures have jaws and are known to consume fruit, vegetables, and other plant life. Like other lepidoptera, they have been known to drink blood from carrion they find.”

“Okay, that’s pretty cool. Good to know Bob.”

Deep within the roots she noted what appeared to be a large nest, or possibly a very short burrow, empty of any inhabitants. If the various dried branches and loose dirt were any indication, the nest was long abandoned. Unwilling to simply ignore something like this, Asher worked her way down toward the nest. As the Emberwings fluttered away, disturbed from their peaceful rest by her passing, she slowly crawled down into the depths of the roots. What she found among the various branches was a large number of yellowed egg shells. While most of the pieces were scattered from the hatching of their inhabitants, a single egg remained whole.  The thing was huge, easily the size of an ostrich egg.

“Anything you can tell me about this?”

“It is an unknown egg. You lack the Analyze skill and I can tell you no more at this time.”

“Well good to know that the Analyze skill exists I suppose.”

A tap on the shell reminded her just how durable these things could get, but yielded no other information. Nothing else of note was present in the nest, and she began to haul the egg back out from under the tree with her. Hopefully I just found dinner. Then again, the thing didn’t hatch. Could it really be safe to eat? Well, it’s not that heavy, so there is no reason not to take it.” Decision made, she stuck the egg in her bag and headed back into the ash cloud.

#

Throughout the afternoon, Asher came across several more clearings. Each was a perfect circle, but none of these other clearing had anything of note within them. Just a clear sky, cracked earth, bugs, and plants. She had, however, been getting steadily closer to the orange glow she had first noted. The heat had begun to increase, though not to dangerous levels. The temperature had risen slowly from an early summer day to something more like those late July scorchers. The ones where just stepping outside began to drain you of the will to do anything but lay down in the shade. Slightly disappointingly, nothing else had really changed from earlier in the day.

She had been in the latest bit of cloud for something like fifteen minutes when it happened. A loud, echoing chuff like that of a big cat broke the relative silence of bug song. Chuffing that mutated into a long, whistling hoot. The call was quickly answered by other identical calls, until a whole group trumpeted their way downhill to her left, and all Asher to could do was pause and hope whatever it was didn’t notice her. Wait, what am I doing? I have magic now! I actually can do something to prepare.

Acting quickly, she pulled a rock from the ground beneath her and activated Thundertrap. The surging energy tried to leap out of her, but she wrestled it under control and forced it to go into the rock. It was like riding a horse she figured. You could tell it what you wanted it to do and force it to look in the right direction, but you had to let it sort out the details itself. Micromanaging would just end with an angry horse and a bad time for the rider. As the energy flowed into the rock it began to take on a faint purple glow that quickly resolved into a strange rune. It was shaped something like a capital “K” turned ninety degrees. A vertical line extended from the base of the rune, superimposing an upside down “T” over the “K” and a circle floated above, bisected by the leg of the “T”. Instinctively she knew the name for the rune, The Sky’s Eye.

No time to get caught up looking at that Asher, gotta move. Acting fast Asher created three more stones carrying her Thundertrap rune, all while the hooting steadily got closer. It sounded like they had moved below her and weren’t likely to run into her. Just to be safe though, she quickly scattered these four rocks left and slightly downhill from her. Then she began charging a Thunderbolt spell.

Charging a spell was different. It felt like she was trying to hold a cat as it struggled to escape her arms. Specifically a cat because somehow the entire ball of energy would flip itself over, or roll, or somehow change from solid to almost liquid. She felt the energy’s urge to escape. To achieve freedom and fly out of her body. Both keeping the energy under control and maintaining a rough idea of the source of the cry took everything she had, but she felt infinitely safer than she had a moment ago.

Soon she heard something beneath the whistles, the sound of hooves striking the hard ground. Moving quickly, the hooved creature swiftly made it past her location and the sources of the hoots eagerly followed behind. She heard the scrambling of claws on rock and hard dirt, more loud hunting cries, and the sound of snapping jaws. Thankfully whatever they were, these things were already chasing prey and apparently had almost no interest in their surroundings. It also showed that she was right, there was some kind of larger prey creature in the area that she hadn’t seen yet. And some kind of pack predator apparently.

As the cries of their hunt faded into the distance, she slowly reabsorbed the power she had sent into the Thunderbolt spell. The energy was reluctant to return to what she had come to call her core. It kept trying to force its way free and tingled as it fed back through the energy veins in her body, rebelling right up until the moment it returned to the pool at the center of her being. Absorption complete, she briefly debated recollecting the Thundertrap rocks she had prepped, but she had no way to reclaim the energy she had put into them and the risk of them accidentally going off in her backpack was just too high.

The entire experience had happened far too fast, and she spent a moment replaying the entire thing in her head. The creatures had sounded small, or at least smaller than the Certilia skeleton she had seen earlier. That or the things were way lighter on their feet then she had expected. Whatever they had been chasing definitely seemed larger than them, and even it hadn’t seemed huge.

Asher shot a question to her invisible assistant, “Anything you can tell me about what that was Bob?”

“Some form of pack hunter chasing some form of prey mistress,” came the dry response.

“Thanks Bob, don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“You’re welcome mistress.” It was probably imagined, but she swore she detected a slight grin in that final response.

Huffing at Bob’s attitude, but unable to find a good way to address it, she decided to move on, “Well, let’s get going before they come back.”

She would have to continue downhill despite the experience. Her initial rationale had not changed and the creatures had continued running perpendicular to her own path. She doubted she had to worry much about running into them. Besides, the shade of the ash down the slope from her was lightening and that meant a clearing. A clearing might mean water, or some proof of what this prey creature had been.
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                As the orange glow before her intensified and the heat continued to increase, Asher approached the edge of the clearing before her. Pushing through to the other side of the obstacle, the source of the glow was confirmed to be a lava flow. A much larger lava flow then what she had seen when she first woke up, easily seven or eight feet across. The stream did not flow downhill like earlier, at least not directly. It cut across the clearing at a wide angle, starting a few feet downhill to her right and ending maybe twenty feet downhill on her left. The ground around here was full of porous red and black pumice, with occasional deposits of glassy obsidian reflecting light in large sheets.

Thankfully the heat was still nowhere near where it would have been if she was still in the Old World, but that just meant it was quickly drawing all the moisture from her body as sweat rather than scorching her lungs. She could feel a tightness on her skin as it began to slowly burn, like she had stayed out in the sun for too long. She definitely could not afford to stay here for long.

My best bet is probably to cross the lava flow. Keep working my way downhill. It feels like Thunderstep should be able to manage it, but I’m not going to be feeling too good when I make it to the other side. Every moment evaporating her precious and rapidly dwindling internal supply of water, Asher began looking for the narrowest part of the flow. She hoped to minimize the after effect of using the ability for such a large jump. From what her senses were telling her, the ability was really meant for only the tiniest of jumps currently, just enough to escape a swinging sword. With time and practice she could probably get to the point where she made a ten-foot jump with no problem, but right now she wasn’t close to that level.

She didn’t want to get any closer to the heat radiating off of the lava flow then she had to, so she hoped to force a fifteen-foot jump. It felt like the very limits of what she was currently capable of, given a little time and concentration. If she could find a particularly narrow part of the river, that distance should give her three or four feet of clearance on either side. Concentrating, she swept her gaze up and down the length of the riverbank.

Then a flicker to her left caught her eye, causing her to immediately focus in on the area. Nothing was immediately obvious, but as she examined the spot closer she noticed that one of the rocks was twitching. No, not a rock, a clubbed tail. The knob of bone and scale was perfectly colored to blend in with the volcanic rocks all around it, and the body it was attached to was hidden behind a small mound of obsidian. She would never have known mound, approximately the size of both her fists but together, was part of a living creature if its owner hadn’t been flicking it back and forth.

Slowly circling around the obsidian, the rest of the creature was gradually revealed. Armored head to tail with more scales that perfectly matched its surrounding, this Certilia was significantly smaller than the owner of the skeleton she had found previously. Its head rose maybe to knee height, and it seemed to be about six feet long.

The creature was distracted, busy eating an Emberwing that it had gotten ahold of. The body was hidden inside it’s jaws, with the bright wings protruding from each side. Each bite elicited an obvious crunch, followed by a spurt of green hemolymph leaking from its mouth. The bug was large, but definitely only a snack for something of the Certrilia’s size. Thankfully, the creature seemed content focusing on consuming its prey and oblivious to her own presence.

At least until she rolled her ankle and sent a pile of loose rocks tumbling down the hill. The creature snapped its horned head in her direction and opened its jaws in a hiss, viscous red scaled mouth stained a combination of orange and green with the fluids of its meal. A rotting smell wafted in her direction from within the mouth, causing her to gag. Rearing up on its back 4 legs, the front two feet and their large digging claws were on prominent display. Meanwhile the thing’s tail raised above it and began whipping back and forth.

Hardening her heart, she decided now was an opportunity. All day she had found nothing even close to a clean source of water, and the closest thing to food she had found was a likely rotten egg. This creature, and the points earned by killing it, could provide both.

Speaking slowly so as not to scare it off, she called out to the Certilia in a morose tone, “Sorry little guy, but it’s you or me at this point.” Then she began charging a Thunderbolt.

Seeing the lightning building in her hands, the creature took a cautious step back and studied her. Large, golden reptile eyes flicked around, taking her in. Apparently not liking what it saw, its angry hissing increased in volume. Finally, seeing her refuse to back down and apparently having had enough of the situation, it charged. The thing moved incredibly fast, far faster than she would have believed possible from the rather stocky build.

Panicking, she launched her charged Thunderbolt at it, only for the attack to fly over its head and hit the rocks behind it. Trace amounts of water trapped inside the porous lava rock vaporized and rapidly expanded, causing the rock to explode and both she and the Certilia were hit with the flying Shards. While painful for her, she was fortunate when the unexpected impact sent the Certilia stumbling and ending its charge. The small cuts across her face and arms were a small price to pay to gain some distance and calm herself.

Taking advantage of the distraction, she took a step back and fired off another Thunderbolt without charging it first. This time she was on target, but the Certilia leaped to the side. Immediately after dodging the blast, it resumed the charge and rammed the horns on its head into her calf. Crying out in pain at the deep punctures marks the monster left, she kicked it back with all her might only to be greeted by burning pain in her ankle. Looking down, she realized that as her foot had made contact with its stomach and begun flipping the thing backward, one of its front paws had managed to swipe at her leg and leave three claw marks behind.

Bleeding and limping, Asher took a hobbling step back as the little monstrosity rolled itself back over and hissed at her again. Too hurt to care about how stupid it was, she screamed back and launched yet another Thunderbolt at the thing. Somehow it managed to dodge yet again before launching itself at her once more. The thing was a demon, with some kind of preternatural sense for where she was aiming her spells!

Heart pounding and a fearful scream echoing in her head, she changed her approach and yelled, “FEEDBACK!”

This spell was easy, taking almost no effort to control, and a wave of power launched itself from her body. As the creature passed through the event horizon of the ability, its limbs locked up for just a moment and it plowed into the ground. The thing hadn’t seemed to take any damage, but she fixed that by stomping on one of the things front legs. A crack like dried tinder came from under her shoe and the thing released a pained whistle.

The clubbed tail came sailing through the air with bruising force, but she managed to pull her leg back before it could manage to hit. She quickly prepared to use Feedback again, but the spell left her skin tingling and she was worried a second use could be just as hard on her as the demon lizard.

Her gaze flicked down to her bleeding leg, quickly taking in the damage and noting that while it was certainly painful it didn’t seem to have hit anything important. The discomfort was causing a definite limp, but that was about the worst of it. Nothing needing her immediate attention she refocused on the horrid creature. It was acting strangely, backing off a bit and bunching up.

“Oh shit,” Asher breathed out as it launched itself at her face, quickly flying toward her head. The beast hooted something like a warbling war cry and spread its limbs wide. Seemingly intent on grappling around her neck and biting at her face, the thing was already snapping its jaws down.

Unsure what else to do, she threw an arm out before her. Even as the thing landed, she was kicking herself for not using Thunderstep. The things jaw clamped shut on her arm and the claws began digging in to keep itself in place. Her worry was doubled when she felt a burning sensation coming from the site of the bite and a message popped up in her field of view.




	
You have been poisoned. A creature with a venomous attack has pumped your veins with toxins. Current poison level – Minor. 









Thinking quickly, she hissed out, “Shock Grasp.” Almost immediately, sparks started flying up and down the arm not currently being savaged by the devil beast. Quickly grabbing the thing’s head she held it there and continued to channel the spell for a brief moment. Realizing the electricity running through it was keeping its jaw clenched, she deactivated the ability just long enough to rip the creature off and slam it into the ground.

“FRY YOU LITTLE BASTARD!” She cried out as she restarted the spell with both hands around the demon’s skull. The thing writhed and shrieked on the ground trying to escape her iron grip on it. She kept it up until her hand began twitching from the continuous flow of electricity and her mind began to get fuzzy from Mana usage. When she removed her hand, a charred handprint wreathed in inflamed red scales was left behind. The thing had suffered an electrical burn across the entirety of its head and one eye.

Now looking like some kind of lizard spy flick villain, the creature glared balefully at her for a moment before it let out a chuffing hoot exactly like she had heard from within the ash cloud earlier. Eye’s widening in fear, Asher stopped focusing so single mindedly on her opponent. The sound of pumping blood and heavy breathing that had previously been echoing in her ears drained away and she heard it, answering hoots coming from the cloud uphill from their fight. She had to get out of here, now!

Turning around she began sprinting for the lava flow. She didn’t care about finishing the fight, the poison and mana usage had her head spinning and she could barely afford the concentration to put one foot in front of the other. She had to get away before more of the things showed up. Put a barrier between her and them.

As she got within a yard of the river of molten stone, she found herself screaming once again. Launching herself forward with all the strength she could muster, she very briefly felt the burning heat above the river of fire before she got out the word, “Thunderstep!”

A bright flash, like a small sun manifesting or lightning striking, surrounded her along with a resounding boom as space tore around her. Her form disappeared for just the briefest moment, becoming a bolt of electricity. Reappearing on the far side of the river, the world spun around Asher. She fell to her knees and vomited all over the bank before finally turning around and refocusing on the monster. “Your move!”

Whenever she told the story in the future, she would swear the reptile from hell grinned at her at that moment. Then it climbed onto a tall piece of obsidian, coiled up, and launched itself into the air. The flaps under its legs expanded to their full size, far larger than they had appeared before. It’s six legs quickly looking like a pair of large wings instead, the beast glided over the river of lave. Strong updrafts from the insane heat kept it afloat just long enough to land on her side before it turned and hissed at her yet again.
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                In the New World Dungeons serve many functions. One of the most important of these is the absorption of Wild Mana. Mana permeates every living being in the new world and is responsible for external magics, magics that seek to rewrite the laws of reality according to their users will. Many studies, such as those of Isaac Bleak and Henry Lockler, show that most uses of Mana are subconscious. Minor affects utilizing incredibly small amounts of Mana can be observed nearly everywhere. Plants will draw pollinating bugs using minor mind magic to gain their attention. Animals will use purification magic to detect what water is safest to drink. This affect can be seen in humanity when observing the Luck stat. The actual effects of this will be further explored later in this book, but for now the important point is that all beings subconsciously expend Mana. As Mana is energy and can be neither created nor destroyed, it will then continue to exist unbound in nature. This Mana is Wild Mana and naturally accumulates everywhere there is life or active magics. Left unattended this can have any number of potentially dangerous affects. Dungeons are one of the ways the New Reality filters Wild Mana to prevent natural disasters as it builds. - History of a New Age, pg 31.


According to Asher’s watch, she had been running for almost three hours before she finally stopped hearing the hoots and chuffs of her pursuers. She had learned through far too personal experience that while they could move incredibly quickly in short distances, their stamina was generally poor. Thanks to her Thundertraps, Thunderstep, and the ash cloud, she had managed to use that failing against the Certilia to lose them repeatedly throughout the afternoon. Unfortunately, these reprieves were invariably short as the reptilian predators would quickly find her trail and she would be running once again to remain ahead of the pack.

Thankfully, long before the sun had started to set and a deep red had stained the sky the poison debuff had faded from her status window and left behind simple headache that had been pounding away at her psyche all day. While by no means ideal, this was far preferable to the original debilitation that had left her head fuzzy while she experienced extreme boughts of nausea and dizziness. This effect had been followed by chills and aches throughout her body, along with the headache that still persisted now.

Despite all this, she knew luck had been on her side today. She would likely already have died if any of the larger members of the pack had crossed the lava flow. The pack had been visible for a while before making it to the ash cloud, maybe fifty Certilians of various sizes. From the size of her hand to larger than a black lab the monsters had poored out into the clearing in response to her opponent’s cries. The nemesis in question had been one of the more average sized members of the pack, with maybe a third of them larger than him.

These larger specimens, through some twist of fate, had been unwilling to cross the flow. She theorized that they were simply too heavy to affectively glide across. Scarface had barely made the crossing himself, and these newcomers easily displayed a greater mass to wing span ratio. While she couldn’t be sure of the reason, at the end of the day the reason they had refused to cross wasn’t incredibly important. The fact that they hadn’t crossed was. The large dog sized monsters of scales and fangs would not be among those pursuing her and that offered her a chance at actually surviving.

Throughout her afternoons flight, she had noticed several other differences between the larger and smaller members of the species. Most notable was the change in each Certilia’s speed and endurance as they increased in size. The small ones were far and away the fastest, but they could barely maintain their top speed for twenty feet. By comparison, the mid-sized ones could maintain a comfortable lope for hours on end.

“As far as I can tell Bob, they seem to sacrifice speed for endurance as they age. Or am I missing something?” She asked the mysterious entity that had become a staple in her life.

“That would appear to be the case mistress.”

The pack used this difference to their advantage, with the small ones closing the initial distance and doing their best to slow her. This would then be followed by the larger members trying to either corral her while she was distracted or harry her if she managed to get out. Between attempts, the larger members of the pack would carry the smaller ones so that they could use their explosive speed when a moment presented itself.

Scarface, as she had decided to name the creature based off the handprint that covered half his ugly mug, seemed to be the main transport for the youngest members of his pack, though she couldn’t tell if this was due to his status as largest or for some other reason. The result was a combination of speed and endurance that, while unable to overwhelm her so far, had gotten close several times. If the size to endurance trend continued like that, some of the thigh high members of the pack would likely have ensured her capture by now had they followed. If they continued to display greater and greater endurance, she would have eventually collapsed simply from exhaustion.

In comparison, their current situation meant she’d been slowly losing them. The last time she had gotten away it had taken almost fifteen minutes for them to catch up with her again. The main reason she had hope of having actually escaped this time was that this was the first instance where she hadn’t been able to hear their calls to each other after her break away. Every other time her entire time after losing sight of the ensuing pack had been set to a back drop of angry cries slowly gaining on her. This time those calls had ceased almost twenty minutes ago, though that hadn’t stopped her from trying to add as much distance between her and the pursuers as she could manage. She had kept going until the threat of their reappearance simply hadn’t been enough to keep her on her feet much longer.

After finally completing her get away she had been tempted to throw herself to the ground and rest without concern for the consequences, but the insistence of her instincts to find a clearing and escape the fog pushed her on just a little longer. The clear line of sight would let her know if anything was sneaking up on her of course, but it would also just be a lot less depressing than the grey blanket that currently surrounded her. Plus, she thought it looked like the color was lightening ahead and to the left though it was hard to tell as the sun’s light decreased.

Ignoring her bone deep weariness, she called out to Bob once more, initiating an actual conversation for the first time since her confrontation. “Hopefully that’s a clearing ahead, I really don’t want to sleep out here in the ash cloud Bob.”

“I suppose you will have to check mistress.”

“Real helpful buddy. Well, let’s see if we get to sleep in comfort or not.”

“I do not sleep mistress.”

“I…well I didn’t know that for sure, but I assumed that was the case, Bob. I was trying to lighten the mood.”

“As you say mistress,” came the flat response.

#

Thankfully, her suspicion was correct and Asher found herself in yet another eye in the ash cloud. This one was home to absolutely massive cacti, easily rising in ten- or fifteen-foot pillars all around her. Rather than obvious thorns, these were covered in a hair like substance that she was simultaneously incredibly tempted to touch and extremely warry of. They look so soft, but they’re cacti! It has to be trap.

Besides the Cacti, a number of shrubs covered most of the ground and created a treacherous walking surface for those passing through. It was easily the most vibrant area she had seen so far. It was also very conspicuously missing the massive population of insects. They weren’t entirely nonexistent, a handful of the Emberwings and dragonflies buzzed around the area, but they were far rarer than she had seen before.

Thankfully that mystery was solved a short while later when a strange creature peaked its head from a hole toward the top of one of the cacti. The creature looked like a viper with large heat pits and no eyes. The creature had a large hood around surrounding its head, edges pointed forward similar to a satellite dish. As it continued to slink out of the hole, she saw multiple sets of feathered wings protruding from its side and propelling it into the air. It was almost like some kind of centipede with small wings instead of legs.

The creature was not large by any stretch of the imagination, but it was a good two or two and a half feet long and perhaps 2 inches wide not accounting for the wings. As she watched, the strange creature swooped downward with alien movements, wings rolling like a wave from head to tail. Something in her senses bugged her as she watched the thing fly, a vague glow seeming to surround the creature despite it not letting out any light. She felt like that must be her sensing the expenditure of mana given that it flew far faster and easier than she felt should be possible with such an unnatural propulsion method. As the strangely hypnotic winged serpent divebombed a dragonfly and drug it to the ground, she shot a question Bob’s way.

“So, Bob, am I right? Is that glow magic? Also, what is the name of that thing and the dragonflies too now that I think about it.”

“The ‘glow’ as you put it is the mana escaping as the creature performs magic. As no magic caster is perfect, the inefficiency in usage results in waste energy released as light. Or at least something that most mortal species perceive as light. This is not exactly the case, but is a close enough analogy that your brain will interpret it as such. Efficiency can be increased with practice and natural magical abilities are generally significantly more so then learned abilities.

The creatures you are observing are a Zalcoa, a flying predator noted for consuming anything small enough for it to swallow, hunting an Anisodrach. Zalcoa are noted for their infrared vision and echolocation, along with strong jaws. They rely on surprise strikes from above and getting their jaws around their prey’s cervical spine or equivalent to hunt. Anisodrach are large insects known as voracious predators of smaller bugs. Anisodrach bites are mildly venomous, though no single one possesses enough venom to endanger an adult human in any meaningful way.”

“Well, guess we found one of those intermediary members of the food chain between Certilia and the insects. The little ones could subsist on Emberwings and Anisodrachs, but no way even Scarface could subsist on just those. Them and whatever the pack was chasing earlier.”

There had been blood on some of the larger members of the pack, so they had obviously caught the thing in the end. Hopefully she could figure out what it was sooner versus later. It might be a source of food for her in the future. Then again, snakes were edible. Maybe she could catch one of the Zalcoa for tonight’s meal. Reminded of the fact she had had nothing to eat for the entire day, Asher’s mouth quickly started watering and her stomach rumbled. She wasn’t in danger of starving, but she would much prefer to get something in her stomach now versus later.

As she expected, more Zalcoa had made their presence known and began swooping through the air. The things did not pay much attention to her, clearly not expecting her to be a threat as they hunted their insectile meals. This made it easy for her to wait until one dive bombed an Emberwing a little too close to her. Using Feedback, she was able to stun the thing just long enough to land a Thunderbolt.




	
Congratulations, you have gained 2 Racial Experience (x1 Zalcoa, 2 XP). As you have no class, you have gained 0 Class Experience You have gained 1 Evolution Point. 









The Zalcoa were obviously more intelligent than she expected, as the others quickly made distance from her after witnessing her kill. That was unfortunate, there were enough here that she half expected she could manage a level up if she killed all of them. She was surprised she gained any evolution points for such an easy kill, but when she asked Bob about it he explained she had been rather lucky with this first kill. Apparently, most creatures had set chances for gaining a certain amount of Evolution Points when you killed them, based on your level. As a level one human, Zalcoa had an approximately hundredth of a percent chance of dropping two evolution points and about a two percent chance of dropping one evolution point.

“Bob, anything you can tell me about butchering this thing? I have no idea what I am doing here.” Perhaps it was optimistic to expect his help with something so basic yet vital for survival. Thankfully, he actually was able to help her at least butcher the thing to the point where it was safe to eat. She had to spend four points on a small cooking knife and sheath, but she figured the blade would pay for itself in helping her prep whatever food she managed to catch. Unfortunately, the process of butchering the creature had left barely enough meat for a meal, and most of that was practically shredded with her inelegant attempts to remove the creature’s organs and bones.
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                Rather than risk eating the pieces raw, she blasted them with Thunderbolt. The bite size pieces were definitely a little charred, but she didn’t need to worry about them being undercooked by the time she began eating. A bitter meal was better than one that left her doubled over with salmonella. She considered cooking the egg as well, but decided it was better to save the thing for the morning. There was no guarantee it was good, but if it hadn’t gone bad in her backpack so far, she felt safe leaving it for a later time when she didn’t have something else to eat.

After finishing her poor excuse for a meal, she began to focus on the second most pressing of her issues. She hadn’t found any water all day. Not a single puddle. Her lips were already dry and cracking, tongue fat in her mouth. She wasn’t so dehydrated as to be truly dangerous yet, but she didn’t trust that to last much longer.  With that in mind she told to Bob to open the purchase menu and began looking at options for dealing with her thirst.

The first option she had was to get enough water to keep her hydrated for a day for two evolution points and she quickly selected that for the time being. That was an immediate solution, but she began hunting for something more long term. Her next find, water purification canteens and similar containers, cost anything from ten to forty points depending on size and speed of purification. The problem with this was that it would require her to actually have water to purify. Even worse, options cheap enough for her consideration would require having plentiful enough water that she could refill it four or five times a day. All of that was just for the basic form of purification too. It would remove particulates and kill germs, but to remove toxins or more insidious impurities she had to spend extra. Both impractical for her current circumstances and outside her price range.

Commanding Bob to filter out anything that required her to actually put water into the canteen, she was given a much smaller list. Smaller and more expensive. The cheapest option, for thirty-two points, would provide her a canteen that would condense water from the atmosphere at a fast enough rate to keep one person hydrated. A god send given her current situation, but one that was far outside her immediate price range.

Still, something to work toward in the future. For the time being she would have to work to earn two evolution points minimum every day. If she could get closer to five or six a day, she could hopefully get on of the condensation canteens and permanently fix the issue. Then she could reinvest those two points currently dedicated to water taxes toward new spells or other necessities. She would love to get some spices or something, but any food beyond bare minimum quickly exploded in price. She didn’t foresee using Evolution Points for something so frivolous for a long time. Not unless she had a sudden windfall like after her first meditation session. Then she might spoil herself with one spice.

#

A little exploration of the clearing revealed a slightly larger fern toward the center, just big enough for her to hide under its leaves. The plant had wide, dense fronds that completely hid her from the sky above. While the majority of the leaf was a pure emerald color, each had deep blue-grey highlights throughout exposing its alien nature. Still, hiding in the deep shadows beneath them quickly left her feeling far safer than anywhere since the cave.  With her backpack and its familiar smells to add additional comfort, she quickly found herself drifting to sleep in her hidden refuge. She left a whispered command to Bob to wake her up in seven hours and allowed her eyes to close.

#

It wasn’t Bob that woke her up. Instead, she was woken by the feel of fire running through her veins. Once again, she was being injected with venom from some attacking creature, some unknown nightmare that had sunk sharp fangs into her arm. Almost the exact same point she had been bitten at the lava flow. Reaching up with her other arm, she grabbed one of the straps on her backpack and swung it at the attacking creature, smashing the heavy bag into the things head. It had been too focused on the bite to even attempt to get out of the way.

Quickly charging the spell, she shot a Thunderbolt into the stunned attacker. The flash of light revealed exactly what she had feared, one of the small Certilia. Quickly scrabbling away after the lightning failed to kill it, the vicious little critter hooted urgently as it left the cover of the fern’s fronds. If there was something to be grateful about with this situation, it appeared that the little one only had enough poison to leave her with the deep ache in her joints. It felt almost like she had been used as a punching bag and bruises were hiding just beneath her skin throughout her body. While painful, at least it did not have the same debilitating nausea and mental effects.

Hearing the approaching hoots of the rest of the pack, Asher quickly drank the last of the water she had purchased during her evening meal. The water had come in what appeared to be a large plastic bottle, materializing from white blue particles of light. Now those same particles escaped from the empty container as it returned to nothingness. She didn’t have time to enjoy the lightshow though, so she put it from her mind as she threw her bag over her shoulder and began running again. The small Certilia’s glowing red eyes followed her as she made her way to the ash cloud and disappeared within. On her way out, she dropped a present for the pack.

#

A couple minutes after her own escape into the cloud, she heard a crack. The sound was something like a hundred dry twigs had been snapped all at once and was followed by a shriek of pain as the Thundertrap she had dropped at the edge of the clearing went off. It wouldn’t do much, but every second she bought would help. The Certilia scout had made a mistake by attacking her before the rest of the pack could catch up. As it was, she would have plenty of time to attempt to lose them once again. That said, it was obvious this wasn’t a permanent solution. She didn’t know if it was that they saw her as prey, as a threat, or if it was simply the personal vendetta of Scarface, but it appeared she wouldn’t be able to expect them to simply give up.

She needed a plan to eliminate these things. Some kind of trap or other method that didn’t require her to directly confront the entire pack. In a fair fight she could barely fight Scarface alone, and she wasn’t even confident of managing that. She could do better than last time of course. Keep her distance, watch out for the tells that he was about to spring at her, and not just assume her victory from the start. The question was, would that be enough? The thing had been practically preternaturally good at predicting her spells and was fast enough to easily close the distance.

Of course, that’s what Thunderstep was supposedly for, but the ability was just so exhausting as it was. No way she could rely on it more than twice, maybe three times if she made short jumps. She just didn’t have enough mana for more than that. But hadn’t Bob said it himself? All magic was inefficient and that inefficiency could be estimated by the amount of “light” they gave off. Her later Thundersteps hadn’t been as bright as the first, but none of them had been anything but eye-catchingly bright. That implied the spell was wasting an incredibly amount of mana. That efficiency could probably be increased by practicing, the closer she got to instinctual use the better. The ability was her best bet for dealing with these foes, a way to keep herself safe and escape if she needed to.

She’d need to practice her spells too, none of them were efficient as far as she could tell. They’d always be flashy, they were lightning spells, but she could feel the difference between the element’s light and the wasted mana. The mana felt heavy when she saw it. Heavy and slightly alive. It also showed up long before the element manifested. In fact, maybe the wasted mana was what gave away her spells to the Certilia. Maybe she could actually hit the thing if she increased her efficiency.

#

As the first ray of light began to make its way over the horizon, Asher fled further into the ash cloud. Thirty minutes later, the Certilia swarm would enter the clearing where she had spent the night. Their chirps and whistles would quickly send the Zalcoa into hiding, and even the insects took refuge high on the cacti. Fortunately for them, the creatures were well fed from the previous evening. Unfortunately for Asher, this left them entirely focused on chasing their selected target and unable to be distracted by the fresh meat around them.

#

Asher’s flight through the dungeon that morning was chaotic. Where before she tried to go downhill and ignored the signs of a clearing if they weren’t downhill from her, this time she made sure to explore each eye in the ash cloud. This was to make sure she had clear line of sight while practicing her spells, and she wouldn’t accidentally appear over a lava flow or twist an ankle on uneven ground. Every chance she could she would use Thunderstep, taking extra time to better feel the flow of the energy as it passed through her body. She endeavored to memorize each pathway, each twist and cycle of energy. Initially this resulted in even less efficiency as she did not even attempt to control it and allowed the energy to do as it wished.

During each uncontrolled cast, small flows of energy would escape and rise from her skin as sparks or small crackling pops. Only once was the energy harmful to her, eliciting a shock like the worst burst of static electricity she had ever felt. The pain was worth it though, to deepen her understanding. After perhaps ten casts, spread throughout three hours to allow her mana to regenerate, she felt like she had a better understanding of the spell. When she had first gained it, there had been an instinctual understanding of the flow of mana, but that could only do so much. Her best analogy was drawing something by tracing and drawing it by herself. The trace might technically end with the same product, but the pencil strokes would be inefficient as they didn’t fully understand the best way to go about putting it on paper. The instinctual knowledge made it significantly easier to pick up the flow and memorize it, but before she spent the time to actively observe the spells, she couldn’t have visualized the flow. Not without actually activating the spell.

When she finally decided it was time to attempt a controlled version of the spell again, she quickly noticed the difference that knowledge gave. She could prepare for trouble areas in the energy flow, areas where there had been the most offshoots of escaping energy. Rather than try to wrestle it under control as it flowed through the turn, she could begin guiding it before the turn really started. This meant most of the energy was already eager to follow the proper pattern by the time the complexity appeared. This time, when she used the spell, she felt just a little bit less tired afterward. She put off just a little less light.

She had screwed up a few times. Trying to guide the energy too early or too forcefully and creating disturbances in the flow. Imagining complexities were there weren’t any or forgetting ones. Her practice so far had not been miraculous, she still had a long way to go before she had any tangible benefits, but it was a start.

Grinning widely at the first step in her long, long road toward mastery, Asher called out giddily, “What do you think Bob? Am I awesome or am I awesome?”

“You are awesome mistress,” came the reply she had instructed him to respond with when she asked such questions. The tone left the response rather underwhelming, but she enjoyed it all the same. She could do this. She could grow in power and beat Scarface and his little troupe. She just needed time.
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                By the end of the day, Asher had spent a good four or five hours practicing each of her spells and she felt much more confident with them. Not just in regards to properly casting them, but also in anticipating how they would act. She had a much better grasp on each ability’s timing, area of affect, and targeting.

When practicing thunderbolt, she done her best to massacre the local wildlife. A great number of Emberwings, Anisodrachs, and even a pair of Zalcoa had been the target of various bolts of power. Between the one Zalcoa she had actually hit and so many lesser targets that she had gone on a one woman insect genocide, she had managed to collect thirteen experience and two evolution points by the time she prepared to settle down for the night. Just enough rewards to survive for another day.

Not everything had gone perfectly of course. There had been various times throughout the day where she had heard the Certilia whistling and hooting as they hunted her, but they had never managed to actually catch up. They seemed surprisingly adept at tracking her, they just couldn’t keep up with the pace she set through the dense ash cloud. Of course, that advantage only applied as long as she was moving. The seven hours she spent asleep was more than enough time for them to catch back up. As she’d previously noted the little ones rested and slept on the big ones during long trips, so they were able to track her down as she slept and attack her.

With that in mind, she came up with a plan as she ate dinner. She would sleep in two shifts to start. She had briefly attempted biphasic sleep during her time in college, when she worked a second shift job. It worked well enough. During the night she would sleep five hours and during the day she would find a chance for a one-hour nap. Five hours was still a lot of time for them to catch up, but she couldn’t just not sleep for an extended period.

She didn’t want to keep this up in the long run, she needed to deal with Scarface’s pack sooner versus later. Whether that meant killing them, permanently losing them, or simply dissuading them. None of those seemed particularly likely right now, but maybe if she leveled up she would have a chance. If she worked hard, kept hunting, and got better with actually hitting her spells; she bet she could gain enough experience to hit the threshold in a week or so. She wasn’t sure what would happen after that, but leveling up guaranteed she would be in a better position than she was currently.

#

“So that’s the goal Bob. Keep ahead of them for the next week. Practice my spells until I can use Thunderstep three times without negative effects. Kill bugs and fat little flying garter snakes until I level up. After that, we reassess and see where we are. If I’m lucky Scarface will give up the chase and go looking for something else to eat.”

“Sounds like a plan mistress.” The response was unenthusiastic and she couldn’t help but project her own disappointment into his tone. It was a lot to accomplish, and it didn’t do much more then delay in the meantime. It also relied on her being skilled and lucky enough to continue avoiding becoming dinner for a swarm of giant reptiles.

“I’m regretting not killing that Certilia this morning. If I hadn’t been so surprised, I could have used feedback and then blasted the little thing. I bet even the smallest one is worth more experience than a Zalcoa. Best not to dwell on it though, I just need to remember it for next time.”

“Of course, mistress. There is no worth in trying to change the past with wishes. You can only prepare for the future.”

#

The following days were more of the same. Fleeing from the pursuing pack. Hunting insects and Zalcoa in each clearing until her mana ran out. Sleeping when she could and eating what she hunted. More than once, that meant an Emberwing. She only attempted to eat an Anisodrach once, but the thing was so horribly bitter as to be inedible. She literally couldn’t keep the thing down. Emberwings, while not particularly appetizing, were at least palatable. They also were surprisingly filling and provided far more energy than she expected.

Time running on, she had discovered a new type of creatureon her third day of fleeing. A small deer that Bob had called a Blazehorn Deer. The creature had a deep red coat of fur and small flames burned around it’s hooves and horns, and given its size and the brief glances she had previously see she assumed this thing was the same as whatever the Certilia had been chasing when she first ran into them. She had attempted to kill the small ungulate, but the thing was very light on its feet. Easily dodged both thunderbolts and her thrown Thundertrap rock the deer had disappeared off into the ash without suffering a single scratch.

That wasn’t her only discovery throughout the week of course. She also discovered that some of the cacti bore fruit after a lucky trip into one of the various clearings. The fruit had a red and black rind with light pink flesh on the inside, and was filled with delicious juices. She had managed to collect 8 of them, each about grapefruit sized, as a delicious addition to her meals, before the approaching hoots of her pursuers forced her to leave. Picking the fruit had also helped her practice her Thunderstep. In an experiment, she had attempted to teleport seven feet straight up to get ahold of one of the fruits and, to her great surprise, had been able to without difficulty. Landing had been unpleasant, as by that point she had been low enough on Mana to experience the full side effects of the ability. The resulting disorientation had left her barely able to grab the fruit before she fell to the ground in a bruised mound.

The resulting bruises were a reminder of her reckless nature and the dangers of playing with powers she didn’t fully understand. They were also a reminder that she didn’t really know the limits of her spells. A worthwhile trade in her mind at least.

Thunderstep wasn’t the only ability she experimented with. After much practice, she discovered that Thundertrap could be manipulated rather extensively. By either spending more mana or decreasing the effect, she could drastically increase the spells area of effect. Additionally, she could tweak how close creatures had to get to set the trap off. By increasing the trigger range, creatures would usually be affected less due to the greater range, but it also gave them less time to notice the magic. Decreasing the range had the opposite effect. With practice she had even figured out a way to make the traps directly controlled, only going off if she sent a small spark of power into their detection radius.

Feedback was similar. She could either increase the area of effect at the cost of power or decrease it. At the largest area, it was barely more than a minor static shock. If she shrunk it all the way down, it became almost a second skin that would send a powerful jolt through anything touching her. She could feel that at that level, the electricity elicited sustained contraction and made it almost impossible for most creatures to let go.

Shock Grasp was tricky. She couldn’t affect its range and the only way to up its power was by expending more mana. It could, however, be activated at any point on her body. It was easiest to choose a location and manifest the power at that spot from scratch, but with practice she had managed to find a way to send the electricity flowing from point to point. That had taken some getting used to. The electricity flow had felt like millipedes crawling on her skin. Not painful, but extremely noticeable.

Thunderbolt was perhaps the most stubborn of her spells. It resisted any attempt to modify it beyond changing its charge rate. She could charge it slowly without much mental effort and significantly better efficiency. That or she could charge it to her limit in five seconds by ballooning the cost to almost six times the cost of a slow charge. While rapidly charging a thunderbolt like this, the wasted power would produce a field of sparking lightning around her that was strong enough to knock an Emberwing out of the air - though not kill it.

#

In one particularly bug dense clearing, she had finally attempted her branching bolt enhancement. The clearing had been another with a dead tree in the center, Emberwings clumping the empty branches like a replacement for the leaves it had lost long ago. After entering the clearing and noting the situation, she had spent a minute packing as much mana into a charged Thunderbolt as she could manage before enhancing it. The result had been a burning tree, a small-scale genocide, twenty-seven Racial Experience, and six evolution points. The initial attack had instantly vaporized the first Emberwing it had hit, and each offshoot had done the same. These branching bolts of power had then spread into a second wave with each subsequent expansion slightly decreasing in power.

The last wave of bolts hadn’t been powerful enough to vaporize any of the victims, but they had killed the bugs and ignited their apparently flammable wings - resulting in the extremely dry tree quickly going up in flames and collapsing. Afterwards she could only admit that while the experiment had been successful, it had also been terrifying. She had tried to stop the spell halfway through the process, not wanting to wipe out the entire swarm, only to discover that she had no control over the spell after she launched it. It attacked anything that entered its area of effect without remorse and left her feeling disturbed. That could easily be responsible for a tragedy if she was a bit more powerful and not careful. It might even endanger her if she was too close to a target when she used the enhancement.

The experiment had put her ahead of schedule on leveling up though. Thanks to that, by her fifth day in the dungeon the moment had finally come. She had gathered one hundred Racial Experience. When she had killed the pair of Anisodrach that granted the final point necessary, a pang had filled her chest. This had been followed by what felt like a vacuum appearing in her core. A whirlwind of purple light grew around her as mana in her surrounding was consumed to fill this new void, lasting mere moments before the process was complete. Then she had received a new message, unlike any of the ones she had seen previously.




	
Congratulations, you have gained 1 Racial Experience (x2 Anisodrach, 1 XP). As you have no class, you have gained 0 Class Experience You have gained 0 Evolution Points.


Congratulation! You have collected 100 racial experience and leveled up! The core of your existence has strengthened as you pursue survival. You have gained 12 Free Stat Points to distribute. Access your status page to spend these and strengthen your chosen stats. You have gained 15 Evolution Points. As you are in a dungeon, the wild mana is extra dense. Additional Mana has been brought into your core. You receive one extra Mental Stat Point and 5 extra evolution points.









With the twenty evolution points added to her existing savings, she quickly used the resource to purchase the condensation canteen – finally relieving her of her daily survival fee. The canteen came empty unfortunately, but she could let it fill as she decided what to do with the stat points.

The level up had felt exhilarating, the new energy flowing into her and making her more than she was. More powerful, more capable, and more connected to her magic. It made her feel alive and made her crave the next time she leveled. It also felt like she had made her first advancement toward her goals. She needed as much power as she could get ahold of. Enough to live. Not just now, but in the future too.

At the end of the day only power could give her the freedom to live how she wanted. To explore and experience this new world.  It was obvious without even getting out of this dungeon. As far as she could tell there wasn’t a hard limit on how strong any one individual could get, and that meant it was pretty likely that power would rule. She wanted the strength to make sure nobody could control her. Nobody could hunt her like these Certilia currently were.

She was experiencing something new and incredible, but the danger meant she didn’t get to enjoy it. She would make sure that didn’t stay the case. She would also make sure that wasn’t the chase for anyone she cared about. If Sarah was out there some-where she was hopefully ok, but she had always been rather pacifistic. Asher would have to hurry and get strong enough for them both.
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                It is not currently known if more powerful dungeons arise from stronger concentrations of Wild Mana, or if stronger concentrations of Wild Mana are condensed by more powerful dungeons. It seems likely that, given the existence of both Alpha Tester created and natural born dungeons, it is a combination of both. No experiment has conclusively proven what is the truth. In comparison, how dungeons utilize greater concentrations of Wild Mana has been observed. When a dungeon has an excess of Mana, as many of the largest do, they do two things. A small amount of this excess mana is consumed by the dungeon to drive the dungeons expansion. Greater territory, new traps, new rooms, et cetera. The rest is purified and released within the dungeon’s territory. This allows their monsters to quickly grow stronger and the young to quickly reach maturity. This same affect can be harnessed by adventurers in the dungeon, drawing in the excess pure mana to gain additional benefits when leveling.  - History of a New Age, pg 31.


Li spent most of his first day in the entry section of the dungeon. His brush with the arrow had greatly sobered him and he paid close attention to his surroundings, worried that another trap could be anywhere. The arrow trap had been hidden rather cleverly, and he didn’t think any of the other traps would be different. Unfortunately, or perhaps fortunately, Archimedes, or whoever had created this place if not the famous Greek, seemed to be of the opinion that traps on their own were a waste of resources.

There were no long hallways filled with pit traps if you stepped on the wrong tile, darts being shot from walls as you tried to pass an open clearing, or spikes appearing out of nowhere at chokepoints. No, the Alpha Tester who had made this place much preferred traps as an added “spice” when dealing with more obvious dangers.

When he had needed to cross a fast-flowing stream of water using small pedestals, he had found that one of the larger stepping stones would crumble if you stepped on it. The only warning had been tiny cracks webbing the rock. Cracks he had failed to notice as he focused on not rolling his ankle while crossing slickened rocks that had been polished to a shine by centuries of passing water.

He had survived by immediately launching himself toward the far bank with his reinforcement armor. He hadn’t made it of course, but he’d managed to slam himself into one of the larger rocks further along the path. As he desperately clung to the rock with his enhanced strength, getting thoroughly soaked by freezing cold water trying to drag him from his perch and into the dangerous rapids, he had managed to slowly scramble his way up onto the platform. It had drained the entirety of his reserved energy, but that was fine. Keeping him alive in situations desperate situations such as that was what the armor was for.

The rest of the crossing had been nerve-wracking and incredibly exhausting. Constantly trying to keep himself balanced across multiple rocks, ready to instantly shift his weight if one started to give, he had quickly grown numb to anything but the placement of his feet. He had barely even registered it when he stepped onto the far bank - wet, shivering, and numb.

Which was how he had missed the next trap. When he had safely made it to the bank, he had landed maybe twenty feet from a rock sculpted into the image of a large serpent. The sides of the snake were stylized with hundreds of eyes carved with excruciating detail. The eyes were made so that they had almost seemed as though every single one was following him. Never letting him out of the beast’s sight. The thing also let out a constant sound, further adding to the mystique of the statue. Later examination had revealed that a number of the pupils were actually holes connecting to an eye on the other side, allowing the wind in the area to produce an earie cry as it passed through the rock.

More pressingly, a good number of those pupils had also served as hiding places for tiny launching mechanisms. When he had landed on the bank, he had felt the tile beneath his foot depress into the ground. Then he had felt almost a hundred small darts launch from the rock in a wide arc with his motion sense. He had barely managed to throw himself back into the river, gripping desperately at the rock that had served as his last stepping stone, before the darts pin cushioned the entire area.

After dragging himself up again using most of his remaining mana, he had spent almost five minutes looking at the bank and picking out the tiles he thought triggered the trap. If you looked closely, there were two different styles of tile. The differences were minor. A circle rather than a hexagon at the very center of the design, eight sections on the surrounding pinwheel rather than six, and pentagons rather than heptagons decorating the outer edge. Just to be safe though, he had worked his way across a few more stepping stones in the river to emerge maybe a dozen feet upstream, where a small ledge on the bank existed. The extra cover was a little bit of insurance in case he was wrong and the trap launched again, providing solid cover he could jump behind.

He had taken a minute to catch his breath, then he had leapt onto the bank. His first thought when he landed had been that he was wrong about the tiles. This one, too, had immediately sunk down at his weight. His next thought had been “Oh shit” as he heard the phew of the statues launching mechanisms going off and he flung himself toward cover.

He made it halfway over the ledge before he had realized nothing had been launched from the rock. Apparently, the dungeon took its time reloading the ammo in the trap. Thinking back on it he came up with a hypothesis. Must have been meant to decrease mana costs. With how big this place is, anything that decreases energy costs is probably worthwhile.

Thankfully, the trap had not been entirely bad. After he had reassured himself that the rock really was out of ammo, this accomplished by purposefully depressing a tile while he was under cover, Li had gone to take a look at what had been shot at him. Most of the darts had ended up in the river, but he had managed to find a few that hadn’t been swept away by the current. Then he had left, too exhausted to think about them much.

Pulling one out of his bag, he took his time examining it in detail. The dart was a fat purple ovoid shape similar to an egg, with a long syringe attached to the fatter side. Four wings made of some kind of feather adorned the outer diameter of the purple egg.  When he squeezed, the egg easily collapsed and a clear liquid was forced out of the tip of the syringe. Some kind of poison? There was no real way to test the theory. Not without injecting it into himself, and there was no way that was happening. Still, waste not want not. Hopefully I can find something to test it on later.

#

He had taken a long rest after that challenge, regenerating his mana pool and catching his breath. After that, the next challenge had been a corridor where the ground was covered in about a foot of quicksand. Not deadly, but incredibly effective at limiting movement. Also, it turned out, very good at hiding spike traps. He had had forewarning this time thankfully. Some kind of giant insect had tried to pass through before him. The creature had been somewhere around 4 feet long, with a good foot of its size being a pair of passive jaws. Its large head had made up another foot of length, with a comparatively small thorax connecting to an abdomen barely longer than the head but two or three times as wide. The creature had looked almost comical, like a giant ping pong paddle with jaws on the handle.

The comedic value had been cut short by the 2 dozen long metal needles skewering through the creature and raising it above the sand. Each spike looked almost dainty. Barely an inch in diameter and long enough the they looked like they should bend under their own weight. They had been incredibly solid though, resisting movement even when he used his entire body weight to pull on the tip of the spike.

Approaching the spike trap had taken every scrap of his will power, but he had reasoned that a bug would likely follow a straight path and therefore walking the handful of yards between the start of the quicksand and the spike trap should be safe. That had thankfully turned out to be correct, and had given him easy access to an already sprung trap that he could observe.  Jumping on the opportunity this had provided him, he had worked hard to try to figure out how to identify other instances of the trap while moving further into the hallway.

Unfortunately, even up close there hadn’t been any obvious visual cues of the trap. At least not if the spikes had been retracted. The sand wasn’t a different color, there were no unique patterns, and there was no marking on either wall. Or rather no marking that stood out as a potential clue. The walls had been carved as mirrors of each other, each showing the same grand mural of some kind of journey. Five warriors working their way through a desert, fighting and killing monsters until they reached the far end and faced a positively massive scorpion. The story ended with the creature’s tail hanging menacingly over their heads and two of the warriors holding off its claws with shields.

Still, he had taken his time examining the trap. Using a force blade, he had cut off one of the bugs legs and used it to prod at the ground in front of him as he had slowly worked his was entirely around the trap. With nothing to show for that, he had grabbed one of the spikes and followed it down into the sand, hoping to find a clue with one of his other senses.

That had actually panned out. It had turned out that the spike traps were mounted into a metal base plate, while the rest of the floor was stone. The difference between the two materials was immediately obvious when he touched it, the metal being significantly smoother and with a slight chill in comparison to the rest of the ground. There was also a small lip right at the edge as the baseplate was raised about half an inch above the rest of the floor.

With this discovery, Li had quickly returned to the entrance of the hallway and removed his shoes. These were quickly followed by his socks before he had rolled up the ends of his pants and dropped back into the sand after packing everything away. From there he had slowly shuffled through the hallway, never taking his feet off the ground. It had taken quite a while to make it from one side to the other, but he had not needed to dodge a single unexpected trap.

Thinking back on it, that had likely been a disappointing trap simply because he gained nothing after he beat it. Sure, you could argue not dying was gaining something, but the previous trap had at least rewarded him with those weird darts for surviving. Something he could hopefully put to use with traps of his own. Then again, the spike traps WERE significantly easier to deal with, so I guess it all balances out.

Of course, at the end of the hallway had been another unpleasant surprise. Not a trap for once, an actual monster. The giant scorpion from the mural in fact. Well, maybe not that big, but large enough. The size of a large dog, a German Shepherd or Labrador maybe. It had been lying flat, hidden under the quicksand. Li now theorized that the creature had had had some kind of infrared vision or vibratory sense or something, because no way it should have been able to see him with normal vision.

The thing had been cranky, apparently tire of sitting still and waiting for prey to pass, and had quickly raised its tail above the sand in some kind of threat posture as soon as he got within a few yards. The segmented black appendage had easily been twenty-five inches long and maybe a half a foot wide. Rows of tiny spikes had run lengthwise along the tail, like extra fine teeth on a saw. The things size and obvious weight had been positively club like, and would likely have felt threatening even without the four-inch-long stinger adorning the tip.
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                As the tail slowly swung back and forth, occasionally jabbing forward slightly, Li had slowly been able to make out the outline of the rest of the creature’s body in the sand. Noticing it would have been near impossible without the tail to give it away, nothing but a slight rise in the sand above each limb. Apparently, Li had been a little too large to count as prey himself. The thing had ignored him after he slowly took a few shuffling steps backward, it’s fat tail slowly sinking back into the sand.

With some experimentation he had discovered that the creature’s territory covered most of the middle of the hallway, but the very edges of the hallway were safe to pass through. Unfortunately, the sides were also where traps were most abundant. Apparently, the thing had elected for a smaller territory simply to avoid dealing with the insane number of spike traps dotting the side. Briefly he had debated just fighting the scorpion, but it would have been near impossible in his estimation. The quicksand just made dodging too difficult. He might be able to kill the thing, but he highly doubted his ability to do so without being stung at least once.

That would pretty much have ensured his death. The thing was huge and the sheer amount of poison it could put out would probably have killed him. Plus, fat tailed scorpions generally had significantly more potent venom than most other genuses. At least that had been the case on earth. It just hadn’t been worth the risk.

So, he had elected to deal with the traps instead, slowly mapping out safe passage between them. More than once he had had to shuffle sideways along a slim path of safety, but nothing had been too bad. Until he made it to the last five feet of hallway. It was a solid line of traps all the way to the edge of the scorpion’s territory.

In the next few minutes, he had come up with a few different plans to deal with this new set back. He could have tried to jump over the traps. Using his Reinforcement Armor, he could probably have managed it. It would have cost a large portion of his mana pool, and he even now didn’t know for sure that the traps were pressure activated. At the time he had worried that it might have been controlled by some kind of detection spell. Something like his own Motion Sense that would set off the trap when it detected movement above itself. His second and third options both involved entering the scorpion’s territory.

He could have elected to fight it, but he quickly eliminated that option for the same reasons as he had earlier. He had therefore selected the third option, trying to ease through the edge of the scorpion’s territory. He had theorized that the spike traps couldn’t extend too far into the scorpion’s territory based on his earlier observations, and had hoped to get in and out of the territory quickly.

That, unfortunately, hadn’t been the case. The spikes had extended significantly further into the territory then he had expected. The unbroken wall of traps had continued for maybe another ten feet past the edge of the territory and had brought him far too close to the grouchy monster for either of them to be happy. His approach had been very slow, meant to reassure the creature that he wasn’t going to attack, and that had seemed to help.

The creature had seemed hesitant to attack as long as Li didn’t do anything overtly threatening, content to slowly wave its tail in some kind of mesmerizing dance. Li had actually been rather thankful for that, it meant he could track the tail with his motion sense while keeping his eyes on the scorpion’s body. Thanks to that he had noticed the moment the thing had finally decided it had had enough and started to turn to more fully face Li.

The creature that rose from the sand really had looked just like an ordinary scorpion, scaled up a few hundred times. It had thick carapace that started a rich walnut color toward its head and darkened along its body until it became the inky black of the tail. All of it had glinted threatening in the sun light. Long, thin claws covered in bumps had snipped threateningly at him, the inside of each claw covered in grooves meant to give the creature a solid grip. Its mouth had been an absolute horror show. A pair of smaller claws that grasped and clacked at him, eager to rip and tear apart flesh before dragging it into the thing’s gullet.

The monster’s two large central eyes had locked on him, while 4 pairs of smaller eyes located on what Li roughly equated to the cheek of the creature gave the monster a wide field of vision. Underneath the things belly, large panels of carapace opened and closed hidden vents in its armor as it breathed. The eight long legs gave the thing incredible balance, the carapace making them seem far too solid to break even if they were spindly when compared with the rest of the creatures rather squat form.

As the thing slowly began raising itself on its eight legs, Li had begun to quickly shuffle along the edge of the traps. The time for slow, careful movements had passed and he needed to hurry to get out of the scorpion’s territory. Thinking quickly, he had also thrown up a force wall between himself and the creature. And not a moment too soon, as shortly after the scorpion had attempted to sting him only to be very confused when its tail hit the near invisible wall interposed halfway between itself and its target.

Still, that single blocked strike had been enough to leave Li stunned for a moment by the sheer amount of Mana that had been ripped from his body. He had experimented with the wall earlier and had found it to be surprisingly cheap. At that moment he had discovered why. The cost to build the construct and the cost to enforce it when it was struck were apparently separated. Additionally, the reinforcement was not cheap. If he had had to guess, he would have bet that stopping that single hit had cost him a tenth of his mana.

Thankfully, the monster had not immediately begun smashing the wall at full strength. Instead, it had scuttled closer and started giving probing pushes with its claws. That had turned out to be significantly less expensive to block, as the cost to reinforce was apparently directly proportional to the strength of the strike. Which had probably meant this thing had a terrifying amount of striking power in its tail.

As the scorpion had been exploring this new addition to its territory, Li had managed to find the end of the row of traps. He had proceeded to rapidly shuffle backwards, keeping his eye on the scorpion even as he hit the end of the hallway and pulled himself out of the quicksand. By then the giant arachnid had become clearly frustrated, as it had pulled its tail back and prepared to strike again. A strike which would hit nothing but air, as at that point Li had dropped the wall and beat a hasty retreat further along the path.
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                Thinking back on it now, Li couldn’t help but shudder at the experience. He really didn’t want to have to deal with another one of those scorpions. At least not without significantly more mana and a solid idea of how to break through their armor. Maybe Giant’s Punch could manage it if he got close enough, but no way his little throwing knives were doing the job.

Of course, based on one of his later experiences it seemed like slower creatures with powerful defenses were the norm in this dungeon.  He had encountered his third monster, the second live one, about four hours after the first. Well, alive in the loosest sense.

A large square courtyard, maybe 30 yards a side, had been the home of the creature. The courtyard had been one of the areas that would change which paths opened and closed as time passed, giant pillars rising to block off routes or dropping to reveal new ones.  The square itself was composed of a constantly shifting floor, a wave of tiny rising and dropping hexagonal tiles moving from one side to the other in unpredictable rhythms. The motion required you to constantly keep some part of your attention on maintaining your balance.

Statues were scattered around the courtyard, various figures in armor striking heroic poses with a range of weapons. The way they had been arranged; the statues almost seemed in constant battle with each other. Like Li had walked in on a frozen battlefield. Occasionally the shifting floor would move one statue slightly, resulting in a new layout for the hectic field of war.

As Li had slowly worked his way in amongst the statues, his Motion Sense was a constant itch in the back of his mind. Warning him of things moving behind him, tiny motions all around him, and a constant feeling of being under attack. Still, he had refused to turn off the additional sense that had saved his life more than once since entering Archimedes’ Labyrinth. He had been of the opinion that it was better to be jumpy then dead.

An attitude that proved itself right not long later. He had been passing between two statues apparently in the middle of an intense fight. On his left had been a masculine figure depicted with a long beard. The being wore little armor, just a leather chest piece and some kind of iron plated skirt. In both hands he held a massive double bladed war axe, captured mid swing as he brought it down from above his head. To his right had been a woman with a long braid hanging down her back. She had been armored in full plate mail, face barely visible beneath her helmet. In her right hand she held a shield above her head to deflect the oncoming axe while in her left was a sword sweeping toward her opponent’s side from below. While the armor and weapons of each had been carved in excruciating detail, the individuals themselves were only roughly detailed. More homunculus than human.

As he passed, a pair of waves crashed together from either side beneath his feet. The result was both statues being pushed closer together, finally within range to hit each other with their swings. And swing they had. Li’s motion sense had screamed at him to duck before he had even registered that the statues now hemmed him in from either side. As he dropped to the ground, he felt the wind of the woman’s sword passing through where he had been standing, only to be briefly deafened as it crashed into the axe wielder’s side. Then he had desperately rolled forward and under the still extended sword as the axe, deflected by the woman’s shield, had come crashing down toward him.

Li had to constantly be on his toes after that. Whenever he was forced to pass between two statues that were looking at each other, a similar event had occurred. Two waves shoving the combatants toward each other, only for Li himself to be caught in the middle. Occasionally he had been able to dash past the statues before they could begin reigning down blows, but more often the unsure footing kept him from moving fast enough to entirely avoid the trap. 

The sheer number of statues had made it near impossible to entirely avoid them too.  Even if he did manage to escape activating any traps for too long, he would find that the waves had moved the statues enough to entirely surround him with statues opposing each other. At one point he tried climbing onto a statue’s plinth, hoping to sneak around behind the warrior. That had been a terrible plan as the statue, a great bear of a man wearing nothing but a pair of pants and wielding a club the size of a small tree, had kicked him off the plinth. The blow knocked the air from his lungs and ended with him lying on his back staring up at the face of the statue. A face that had then glared at him as he lay there trying to catch his breath. Then the statue had brought the club whipping down at him with ferocious force, forcing Li to roll desperately to the side while gulping for air. Thankfully that was apparently enough of a punishment for the statue, as it returned to its original position - club raised in a warding blow against another man with a war hammer.

Eventually he had made it to the center of the courtyard, where a single statue bigger than all the others sat waiting. This was the only statue where the details of the man himself had equaled the care with which his armaments had been depicted. His lack of a helmet had shown a face just beginning to show signs of age. Cruel eyes framed by heavy eyebrows glared out at his surroundings. A short, square beard and well-groomed hair gave him an almost regal appearance. He sat on a crudely carved block of stone like it was some kind of throne, the king of this battlefield unconcerned with the threat surrounding him. His weapons, two long swords of incredible size, leaned against one side of his improvised seat. Each blade was covered with esoteric symbols that matched those marking his half plate armor and seemed to indicate each item’s enchanted nature.

When Li had broken through the last line of opponents to reach this point, the statue’s head had immediately turned toward him and its eyes had locked on his. The being had sat like that for a few moments. Studying him, measuring him, and apparently finding that Li did not amount to much. With a great shrug of its armored shoulder, the being had stood up and raised one of his blades - aiming the point at him in some kind of challenge. Then it grabbed the other sword and began walking toward him.

This statue had been different from the rest. All the others had seemed to be running in preprogrammed actions. Even the one that had kicked him had seemed…mechanical in its response. In comparison this being had moved fluidly and with seeming intelligence, adapting to the shifting floor as well as, if not better then, Li was. Its motions had lacked the rigidity of its fellows and it had incorporated motions that seemed almost like warm up moves to Li. Movements meant to test its range of motion and ensure nothing felt off.

At the time, Li hadn’t had more time to think about it, but in retrospect he suspected that while all the other statues had been traps, the warlord had been some kind of golem or gargoyle. And it had been merciless in attacking him. When it finally made its move, the charge had been strong enough to briefly break one of the floor’s waves. The thing had accelerated at a rate he would have had no chance at responding to without his force magic. He had only gotten away from the first attack by dodging back through the statues he had come through to get to the central clearing in the first place.

Those hadn’t protected him long. All of the weapons he had seen up to that point may have been shaped like various things, but each had, in effect, been a massive club as the stone couldn’t be sharpened to an edge. This had not held true with the warlord’s blade; it had cut through the statues like a hot knife through butter. Not a single crack appeared at the point of impact, only a clean cut into the stone. A display that had served as effective proof the mystic markings on the blades were not just for show.

The following moments had quickly devolved into a desperate game of cat and mouse for Li. Throwing himself through traps and doing his best not to stumble as the warlord slashed and smashed through the statues to chase him around the courtyard. He only made the mistake of trying to stop the warlord with his Force Wall once. The result had been the statue smashing through it with almost no resistance when Li realized the drain would be too much and he cut off the mana flow. The statue hadn’t even swung a blade at it, he had just bodily rammed the blue wall of energy and forced his way through.

In the end, Li had gotten lucky. About ten minutes into the warlord’s chase there had been a great rumble in the ground beneath his feet, followed by an extra powerful wave that even caused his colossal pursuer to pause. Around him the walls had shifted as the maze rearranged itself and a pathway opened up not twenty feet from his location. Taking advantage of the momentary lull in motion afterward, he had pushed hard to slip through the doorway. Being able to empower his armor and run without fear of losing his footing for a few seconds as the courtyard settled, combined with the relatively fewer traps between him and the exit, had been enough.  

After he had left the courtyard, the warlord had been unwilling, or possibly unable, to follow him through the doorway. As he had watched from the other side, the statue had briefly glared at him before turning around and marching back to his throne. When the great golem got there, it had proceeded to put on a show of personal strength by turning its entire boulder throne to face Li’s doorway. Then it had sat down and laid its blades across its lap, waiting for Li’s return to his domain.

After shaking his head at the statue to indicate he would never return, Li had proceeded further down the path. He had only been able to breathe comfortably when he finally escaped around a corner and left the statue’s flinty gaze. The chase had been entirely too stressful and he had promptly fallen on his butt to allow himself a break. It hadn’t been entirely by choice either. He had almost exhausted his mana pool while fleeing, empowering his armor to some degree the entire time so that he had the physical abilities necessary to stay out of reach.

#

Damn. How am I supposed to get any stronger if everything I run into in this place is too heavily defended for my daggers to do anything to them. My magic may be really good at keeping me alive here, but something will eventually hit me if the only thing I do is dodge and run. Hopefully the next one will be something I can deal with.

As Li finally continued along the path, he couldn’t help but worry about how long he could survive at his current pace. Unless something changed, and quickly, he was unlikely to live for long. He needed a way to get stronger. Some way to gain evolution points. Then he kicked himself for forgetting to ask the system about that.

As soon as the thought of asking the System came to mind, a voice echoed in his head. “Hello Li. If you have any questions, I am available to provide answers within your clearance level.” The sound caused him to literally jump backwards, the day’s events giving rise to a retreat reflex whenever something unexpected happened.

What followed was an enlightening conversation with the system. For starters, that it was a resource he was free to take advantage of even after leaving the setup stage and that it could apparently operate entirely with psychic communication. After that he learned the three main ways a human could gain evolution points, and instantly was furious with himself for not purchasing the meditate skill.

His annoyance with himself would likely have continued if not for the fact that by now there were signs that the afternoon was beginning to draw to a close and he wanted to find someplace to wait out the night. So far, the Labyrinth had pretty regularly provided small alcoves and offshoots that could serve as an effective campsite, and he was hoping to find another nearby.

So it was that about an hour later he had found the perfect spot to set up camp for a night. A large clearing with a small pond filled with clean, clear water spread before him and fruit trees grew around it. A few berry bushes popped up here and there, though Li was reluctant to eat an unknown berry. Fish swam in the lake and looked like they would make an enticing dinner. The entire area had an almost vacation feel to it.

At first, he was absolutely sure that a place this nice had to be a trap. Some terrible monster in the lake or poison fog or something. A half hour of thorough searching revealed nothing though. Just an ordinary lake surrounded by ordinary trees, seemingly the perfect place for a weary traveler to rest their head.

Indeed, after settling down and eating he could practically feel the stress leaching out of his body as he observed the calming scene. Birds sang from the tree tops and a beautiful sunset was visible in the distance. The fruit turned out to be absolutely delicious, similar to an orange but more sour. Water was plentiful after he purchased a water purification canteen from the shop. He had even managed to make a fairly comfortable bed using the large fronds from the trees, some moss, and some spare clothes from his pack.

This is nice…Definitely what I need after running through the dungeon all day.  Then his eyes snapped open as he came to a realization. There was only one problem. The far side of the clearing was a dead end of dense forest growth. There were no other exits besides the one he had come in through. Getting here had been a straight shot from the courtyard too. No branching pathways, and as far as he could tell no doorways that would open as time passed. The exit from the courtyard had led to a dead end. No wonder the warlord had been so confident that he would be back.

Staring at the sky above him, Li could only whisper, “Fuck.”

            

    
        Chapter 7: Things That Go Bump in the Night - Part 1

    
    
    
    
                Of course, this benefit during leveling is not the only advantage that adventurers can hope for inside a dungeon. Mana regeneration is increased, allowing for more practice with spells. Monsters are plentiful, allowing for easy experience gain. Additionally, these monsters are more likely to award Evolution Points due to the high Wild Mana concentration. Of course, there is also the primary motivator, hidden treasures. Whether ancient weapons, lost spells, or secret techniques dungeons often protect powerful tools even if they were not created by the Alpha Testers. Some researchers hypothesize the dungeons collect or create these as bait, though that would require an admission that some overarching intelligence controls them. A terrifying, if awe inspiring, idea. Others are of the opinion that these are simply the treasures of defeated adventurers long passed, horded and protected by some instinct of the dungeon denizens. - History of a New Age, pg 31 (cont.)


Some part of Elijah had hoped his first night had been a fluke. Some special occurrence that had resulted in a night of terror, desperately hoping nothing would discover him hidden in his tree. Unfortunately, the following nights quickly dissuaded him of the notion. Each evening, right before the very last little bit of light disappeared from the sky, those pained cries would fill the forest. In the end though, for good or ill, Elijah had slowly gotten used to this new daily ritual. After the third night he had simply hit a point where he didn’t have the energy to continue being scared.

The nights had begun to fall into a routine. He would find his hiding place for the evening, usually a crook in a tree, and lay out his sleeping bag. He had avoided sleeping actually inside the thing after that first night, in case he needed to be up and moving quickly. Instead, his last evolution points had been spent to buy a blanket to wrap around himself. Spending the points had hurt, but the increased sense of safety was worth it. After getting his sleeping space ready, he would make sure his sword was within easy reach should he need to defend himself (or cut himself free) and then tie himself down to avoid rolling or being knocked out of the tree. Finally, after double checking his work, he would settle in and wait for the nightly cries of soul wrenching agony.

Once those were done he would spend a short while making sure nothing seemed too close or to be approaching him, then he would try to get a little bit of sleep. His sleep was universally short, constantly interrupted by the smallest noise in his vicinity, but better to be a little tired then to be eaten. 

Like his nights, his days had slowly fallen into a regular rhythm. He would wake up with the sun and walk as far as he could, keeping an eye out for rabbits or fowl as he went. Usually he would find one within a few hours, then use his Blood Roil Aura to quickly kill it. He would then cook it so he had food throughout the day. At least that had been his norm, a pattern to help ground him and to make it thought the day. Lately though, something had changed with the surrounding forest.

While originally he would have said that the forest was experiencing late spring, now he would say the forest was well into the summer. Cherries, plums, and various other summer fruits had begun showing up in the trees, providing a quick and easy supplement to his diet and removing his need to hunt as often or stop to cook his kills so early in the day. It was strange to walk for a day and visibly see the fruit ripening as he walked, but this was a different world and there were more dangerous aspects of this forest to keep him from worrying about such a benevolent display of magic. At least for now. If the trend continued he would need to make plans to deal with winter in the coming days. If winter only lasted a few days as well though, that shouldn’t be too bad.

Thanks to this abundance of food, he would usually save whatever meat he caught during the day for dinner. He had learned his lesson from the first night though; he would cook early in the evening and after he was finished any remains would be burned along with the offal. Following dinner, he would put as much distance between himself and his cook site as possible. The effect of these precautions had steadily proven themselves to him as he hadn’t had a repeat experience involving the apparent start of all-out war by hungry creatures. At least nothing that had occurred close enough for him to hear it.

Instead he would hear occasional, smaller fights throughout the night. From the sounds produced they were quick, brutal affairs. The first sign of such an incident would usually be a scream of – well he wanted to call it pain, but it really seemed more like rage - as one of the creatures was struck by a hidden assailant, only to be followed by slowly weakening grunts and mewls. He hardly ever heard any evidence of a creature escaping, and only once did he hear something that sounded like an actual fight and not a predator blindsiding their prey.

That incident had been much more similar to his first night. It had started when a deep, loud roar with the guttural, rolling quality of large bears had broken the silence of the night. Whatever it was, the creature announced its challenge with such volume that it could only be gigantic. It put to shame the lion roars he vaguely remembered from long ago zoo visits, leaving him feeling small and insignificant. The responding wolfish howls had been less overwhelming, but their sheer number flooded the surrounding. The end result of the chorus of cries was a sense that the pack was coming from everywhere, leaving no escape.

This time things hadn’t gone so well for the large creature as it’s bellows had slowly gone from powerful, angry calls to little more than grunts. Meanwhile the pack had gotten more excited as the fight went on and their victory manifested. By the end the number of howling voices were noticeably fewer in number, but their opponent was totally silent. Their victory announced by various, lesser growls as the creatures fought between each other over individual parts of their new meal. More serious than he would have expected, but far from the outright hatred that he was used to hearing in these things’ voices.

When it was over and everything had gone quiet, Elijah had finally been able to settle down and try to sleep for the night. It had been a distasteful affair that stuck with him as a vaguely bitter flavor. These creatures seemed to have almost no sense of self-preservation, caring only about their next meal. The fight had also provided another example of something Elijah had slowly come to notice. After the initial scream of agony that took place at the beginning of the night, he never heard a single sound of discomfort from these things.

The first night could have been explained by his fear and surprise, combined with the sheer number of combatants taking part. The sounds of pain could have been drowned out by all the other fighting. The various sneak attacks he had heard could have been due to adrenaline or the prey simply being taken down too quickly to fight back or feel pain.

This fight had been a slow battle of attrition, lasting at least half an hour, and not once had he heard any evidence of suffering in any of the creatures’ calls. Even the losing beast’s grunts towards the end had seemed more like the creature had been physically unable to get the air needed for its earlier roars rather than some byproduct of pain. It was a concerning thought, but that lack of any sense of pain would fit with their similar lack of survival instincts and willingness to throw themselves into any fight for even the possibility of food.

The creatures themselves were still mostly a mystery. He had only seen the bones at the cook-site and a brief glimpse of some shadowed creature passing through the bushes below his tree during one particularly tense night. While it had been large, larger than the skeleton he had found, it didn’t approach the size required to leave pawprints such as those created by the victorious creature of that first night.  From what he had glimpsed of this new creature, it had been very front heavy. Large knots of muscles upon its forelimbs, continuing on to cover its front shoulders, and causing a bulk that was off putting when compared with its relatively lithe rear half. The overall affect had reminded him of weight lifters who skipped leg day, a rather unbalanced look that left him expecting the beast to topple over any minute. Despite this, the imbalance of the creature’s musculature didn’t seem to affect the creature’s ability to quickly skulk out of sight. Or the amount of terror it was capable of instilling with the clearly predatory intent in conveyed. He could have sworn he caught the moonlight glinting off its fangs as it left, though that was likely his imagination.

#

 It had been a week and he had yet to come face to face with any of the various creatures that skulked the forest throughout the night. Despite this, he had pressed on hoping to find the edge of this apparent death trap. Unfortunately, this particular evening he had been unable to find a good place to hide off the ground. He had, however, found a tree with hole in the base just big enough for him to slip through. Inside, the trunk had been hollowed out and, as far as he could tell, had only the one entrance. He didn’t like the idea of having no escape route, but it was the best he had found and he didn’t have that long before he needed to settle in for the night.

Working quickly, he found a branch thick with leaves and prepared to cut it from the tree. In preparation, he sliced his thumb on his short sword and held the cut over the blade. As blood gushed from his finger, he couldn’t help but recall his initial worry when such a tiny pin prick resulted in such a vast amount of ruby liquid escaping his body. Thankfully, it had quickly become apparent that the blood he “bled” was not equivalent to the blood he lost. Despite easily losing a gallon or two of the stuff, he showed no signs of anemia and could only assume that the extra blood was created by his mana to fuel the spell.

Using his will and magic to guide the blood into place, the result was a bright red ribbon of blood wrapping around the edge of his short sword. Through earlier experimentation he had found that by doing this, his Blood Blade spell could be layered over his short sword to drastically increase the weapons sharpness. By doing this, he found he could easily slice through the tough wood of branches even half as thick as his wrist without apparent effort. The ease with which the sword cut through the foliage helped to reassure him and gave him hope that if worse came to worst, he would be able to cut his way through the trunk of the tree using the combination. If he was unable to hide from or ward off whatever was attacking him, at least this gave him a plan for escape.

Collecting the branch, he placed it next to the entrance and crawled inside. Once within the surprisingly large trunk, he dragged the branch over the entrance and tied it down to a few of the surrounding roots, hopefully camouflaging the entrance well enough to make it through the night unnoticed. Then he set up his blanket and sleeping bag so he was leaning against the wall opposite the entrance and prepared for the night to begin.

From there, the evening was business as usual. The screams came, he kept watch, nothing seemed to be close by or investigating his hiding place, and he settled in for some restless sleep. This wasn’t even the first time he had been forced to sleep on ground level. His second night here, he had had to spend the night hiding in a hollow between a pair of boulders. Much like now, he had disguised the entrance and done his best with what he had. The night had been more stressful than the previous one, especially with such recent memories of the streamside slaughter, but nothing had found him and he had made it through unscathed.

Hopefully that would be the case tonight too. No reason to think that wouldn’t be the case at least. His last thoughts before drifting off to his first round of fitful sleep were “I wonder what Jason is up to?”
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                Elijah was awoken by a stabbing pain in his right leg. As his eyes flashed open and he searched desperately for what had happened, it quickly became apparent that something had bitten through his pant leg and into his calf. The thing was small, maybe a foot long, but long claws anchored it onto his leg and a long tail covered in vicious hooks wrapped around his ankle. Like the earlier creature, the thing was incredibly front heavy. While overall it had a rat-like appearance, especially on the back half, its front was easily two or three times larger than any rat he had seen before. The additional mass was pure muscle, like somebody had replaced the front of the rat with the upper half of a hulk action figure. The things head was covered by the fabric of his jeans as it desperately forced its way through the hole it had chewed in his pant leg.

Because of the tail and claws anchoring the thing, when he attempted to kick it off of him the creature remained tightly stuck in place. In fact, the only apparent result was those curved hooks cutting into the flesh around his ankle like a saw blade and leaving him in more pain. This was followed by the abomination digging more firmly into his leg’s flesh with its front claws as it sensed someone attempting to take away its meal. Claws that were revealed to be massive, almost an inch long on the otherwise diminutive creature, and anchored into his flesh like fish hooks.  

As he attempted to unhook the creature’s claws and release himself, the monster removed its head from his pant leg and he got his first real look at the thing’s face. Rodent ears and pure black eyes with no whites. A twitching nose and long whiskers that were stained red. All of this warranting no more then a glancing interest when compared to a mouth that was every bit the horror show he had imagined when observing the unknown skeletons. Long teeth that shot from its mouth with no apparent pattern were covered with his own blood and scraps of flesh. The thing couldn’t close its mouth thanks to the mass of pink and red fangs cramming its jaws, giving the thing a permanent Cheshire grin as it glared at him and chittered menacingly. Then it sent out what was a screech for Elijah, but a tectonically deep bellow for a creature of its size.

This screech was answered from outside the tree by several identical calls, before the thing ripped another chunk from his thigh as it leapt off his leg. Soon though, the little monstrosity was joined by three others of its kind and he could hear more skittering along the outside of the tree trunk. It appeared his luck had not held this night, landing him with an entire pack of vicious little predators desperate to consume him.

Thinking quickly, he activated his Blood Roil Aura. He previous experience had shown that the smaller the creature, the faster the spell would incapacitate them. Something was off about these creatures though. Thanks to his spell, he could feel the blood flowing through their veins. It was…slow. It felt like the blood had partially solidified into a sludge being grudgingly forced through their bodies. He also had a sneaking suspicion that that actual blood flow was merely a product of spellwork as some instinct of his magic made him think that each of these thing’s hearts were sitting dead in their chest. An unbeating core of rotten mana. Thankfully, the same sense that told him these creatures had no natural pulse also told him Blood Roil would work. Eventually. He just needed to survive long enough for the effects to begin.

“Blood Drinker Armor!” As he called out to activate his defenses, resulting in a strange feeling of bursting as blood force itself through his pours in the form of a red mist. In places, this mist solidified into what seemed to be a deep red metal, but the result wasn’t really armor. More like adornments for armor. A pair of pauldrons that were little more than spikes on his shoulders. A crown like protrusion around his brow. Spikes running up the front of his shins in a rough approximation of greaves. Red orbs that appeared on his chest and the back of each hand. Each piece floated on the red mist, which was the real protection. Anything that hit it would be slowed or stopped while any blood that was touched by it would be instantly drawn away as more red mist. In fact, his injured calf was already darkening the color of the armor around his legs.

While he did this the four rat creatures stalked toward him. Each had originally been entirely focused on his leg when they first appeared, but now they seemed overwhelmed by his armor. As they continued to stand frozen, noses twitching wildly, he came to a sudden realization. It’s the blood. They are attracted to it. Now I’m absolutely covered in the stuff and they must have no idea what to think about it. I probably look like a damn feast.

Moving quickly, he stabbed his sword at one of the small creatures. Despite being seemingly enraptured by his armor spell, the thing managed to leap to the side at the last moment. While it managed to escape the worst of the blow, his glancing hit left a long gash running along its side as the sludge he had felt in the beast’s veins slowly worked its way to the surface.

The stuff was more black than red, a gelatinous clot with just enough liquidity to ooze out of the wound. The armor didn’t seem to care though, to it blood was blood and in the confined space inside the tree trunk it quickly set to work draining this impudent sack of vital fluid. Feeling the effects of his greedy spell, the creature shrieked at him and charged, quickly followed by the remaining three as another whiskered head forced its way through the entrance.

There wasn’t enough room in the tree for any fancy swings. In fact, Elijah had so far failed to leave his sitting position. He wasn’t sure if standing would give him better chances anyway. As it was, he had his back to the wall and could stab, punch, or kick at the things as they tried to get close enough to bite at anything too important. As he thought about what his options were, Elijah instinctively formed a blood blade around his leg using his bleeding calf wound as he sent a kick at the creature just now getting its bulky shoulders through the entrance to his hideaway. He was lucky and the blade cut deep into the creature’s skull, apparently killing it instantly as he took up his short sword in his left hand.

This relief was short lived however, as the four already inside took this opportunity to attack him. The already injured rat leapt at his throat, and he used his right arm to block it, resulting in the creature wrapping its tail around his arm and biting deeply into the wrist. Meanwhile, two others went to attack his left thigh. The first was stopped as it tried to chew its way through his leather armor, but the second managed to find a gap where the protection it afforded was thin and rip out a chunk of his flesh. The last of the group started using it’s claws to climb the inside of the trunk, apparently intent on attack him from above.

Taking advantage of his new application of the Blood Blade spell, Elijah attempted to create a blade that would stab up from the bite on his wrist and into the rat that caused the wound. At first the spell worked without difficulty, but the blade immediately dissolved if he tried to push the tip too close to the rat. Giving up on simply growing the blade into the creature, he left it as a small spike before slamming his arm into the wall.

Somehow, the rat once again managed to survive. Instead, the thing took a long cut across its face that blinded one eye. It released his arm, dropping to the ground on his right and Elijah was forced to ignore the beast as the other three prepared to attack him again. Meanwhile, the dead rat at the entrance had been dragged back and two more of the creatures were beginning to force their way in as they tore apart the branch barricade.

Having to split his focus so many different ways, he desperately kicked out toward the entrance in an attempt to drive the newcomers away. At the same time, he swung the sword toward the rat climbing the inside of the trunk, allowing the two on his left to attack his thigh again. The mist managed to ward both off, apparently strengthened by the blood it had been consuming, and by some stroke of luck he managed to land his sword blow. The blade decapitated the thing, leaving its body to cling to the wall while the head fell into his lap. Immediately, his armor was harvesting the blood to continue to strengthen him and he felt his wounds beginning to heal.

Before he could celebrate too much though, the injured one was back. Rather than settle for his leg, the thing barreled into his chest and began tearing away at the leather, apparently intent on digging its way into his stomach. A rushed punch knocked it off him and into the two on his left side, leaving all three in a pile just in time for his focus to be drawn from them as one of the rats at the entrance managed to bite down on his foot.

Hissing in pain as he kicked his foot to the side, he slammed the things body into the side of the trunk and heard a sharp crack as its neck broke. What should have been a killing blow proved anything but as the creature rose back to its feet, neck hanging at an unnatural angle. At the same time the other three returned to attacking him, finally having gotten themselves untangled.

All four were unsteady on their feet though, his Blood Roil Aura having finally begun to have an effect on the abominations. And not a moment too soon. He may not have taken a serious injury, but he was bleeding heavily and he wasn’t sure how much longer he could have kept up with them if this had continued. They weren’t nearly as helpless as the rabbits and birds he had previously hunted, but it was enough. He could keep track of all four and keep more from getting in thanks to their now severely reduced speed. Apparently, his aura had spread to the outside of the trunk too, because even the one with the broken neck who had managed to get in and the other still fighting at the entrance were obviously less coordinated than he had been dealing with earlier.

When they came at him this time, he managed to pin the one with the broken neck between his foot and the wall. Its tail lashed wildly at his right leg to try to get him to release it, but he grit his teeth through the pain of the occasional spike making it through his armor. His left leg sent a kick toward the entrance again, the sudden motion throwing the three other rats inside the tree with him off target as they pounced at his injured thigh. This presented just enough opportunity for him to stab forward with his sword again, decapitating the one he had pinned and actually killing it.

After ending yet another of the monsters, Elijah brought his sword down in a sweep blow on his left and sent the three still alive in here with him scattering. He managed to remove one’s tail, leaving only a single member of their little rat pack uninjured. Grinning, he realized that this was perfect opportunity as he remembered a spell he had not yet had a chance to use.

Pointing at the rat the had survived his attacks twice, he commanded in an imperious voice, “BLEED!”

The result was beyond anything he expected, as what seemed like a torrent of the black ick forced itself from the creature’s body. The spell had come with a price though. All the blood he had taken from the two dead rats in here with him was consumed as he subconsciously used Sacrifice to empower the spell beyond his normal limits. This resulted in his Blooddrinker Armor quickly loosing efficacy and allowed the other two’s following attack to once more break through his defenses and take chunks from his body. The first from his thigh, the other from his upper arm as the attacking creature leapt upward.

“Two left, I can do this! Just need to keep any more from making their way in here.” As he exalted in his coming victory, Elijah heard a sharp crack from above his head and looked up in time to see a pair of claws ripping through the wood above him, opening another entrance into his hiding place. As the claws retreated and a small, twitching nose replaced them at the hole, he could only curse himself for tempting fate and turn toward the two remaining opponents.

In the following moments he was able to bifurcate one of the two are it was distracted by biting into his leg and grab the other with his free hand. This was followed by him slamming it repeatedly into the wall before stabbing it in the head. He even managed to kill the one attempting to make its way in through the main entrance with another blood blade. Unfortunately, it was quickly replaced by another. At the same time, others were making even more holes in his refuge for the night. Soon he would be absolutely swarmed by a ravenous horde of the things and there would be nothing he could do.

“Or is there?” Doing his best to ignore the situation around him, he began searching his new sense for blood magic and examining the spell he had become most familiar with while hunting meals for the last week. He felt the flows of the blood and mana in the spell beneath him, trying to find what each section did. Trying to modify the spell, to increase its output by feeding it the blood of the rats he had just killed.

Originally his senses told him that the use of Sacrifice in combination with this spell would slowly drain a target of health, keeping the field going as long as the creature being used as a sacrifice was alive. He needed to use a mass sacrifice of blood to create a pulse in the spell. Something meant to quickly increase the stage of the spell targets were experiencing.

When he finally found it, he realized the boost wouldn’t be cheap. It would cost him a full quarter of his mana, even with the sacrifice, and would only get him the equivalent of ten minutes of exposure. Based on the rate at which they had been succumbing, he needed something more like fifteen or twenty more minutes. An affect that he could achieve, but that would leave him without the mana or health necessary to keep the field up afterward. A useless proposition.

He began quickly throwing together the modification to the spell though, watching the blood drain from the four bodies, dry, and flake away as dust before being drawn into a complex pattern around him. He tried to kill another of the rats waiting at the entrance as he worked in order to add more blood to the sacrifice, but when he did the two backed off. Apparently, the things were content to wait for other members of their pack to secure additional entrances into the tree before going in themselves. It seemed as though the initial brutality and competitiveness of the group has been replaced by an animalistic cunning. Guess they realized fighting two on one was a bad idea after I killed the first seven.

Then the spell was ready, a deep black and red circle gathered beneath him that pulsed in time to heartbeat. He activated the spell, causing a blood mist to begin to rise from the circle as it dulled in color. Quickly he was seated in a column of red mist impenetrable to the eye, a column that in a single moment collapsed as the circle beneath him winked out. The mist flew away from him, phasing through the tree trunk around him, and immediately the claws digging at the tree slowed. They didn’t stop, but the creatures were having a noticeably more difficult time getting in to him.

The following five minutes were a blur. Despite the effects of his aura, more and more holes began opening in the trunk. Soon he was desperately stabbing at any rat that poked its head inside the trunk like some demented game of whack-a-mole. Time was on his side though and soon none of the creatures had the strength to keep up the attack. Deciding that turnabout was fair play, Elijah prepared to counter attack these nightmares. He cut the ropes holding the branch in place and forced his way through the hole in the tree, killing the four rats guarding the exit as he went. When he made it outside, he found no fewer than twenty of the creatures clutching the outside of the trunk and barely able to move.

 While he failed to kill all of them, at the end of his slaughter ten more little bodies littered the ground around his hiding place. Each had been entirely drained of blood and his armor was beginning to take on an actual shape. The mist pulling itself into the vague outlines of a breastplate, gloves, and greaves. His wounds had healed quickly using the surge in energy and he even felt slightly less tired than he had been when this all began. He also had a small, blinking notification just on the edge of his vision. When he acknowledged it, a number of notifications appeared in front of him.




	
You have been necromantically poisoned. An undead creature has pumped your veins with negative energy. Current poison level – Minor.   












	
Hysterical Strength has been activated – Major Boost to Physical Stats for duration. You will suffer severe debuffs when this effect ends.   












	
Congratulations! Through ingenuity and dangerous circumstances, you have discovered a new Beginner level spell.   





	
Blood Roil Burst: Spend mana to concentrate the essence of your Blood Roil Aura spell and unleash it upon your surroundings.












	
Congratulations, you have gained 155 Racial Experience (x10 Ghoul Rats, 100 XP; x11 Ghoul Rats, 55 XP). As you have no class, you have gained 0 Class Experience. You have gained 14 Evolution Points. 


Congratulation! You have collected 100 racial experience and leveled up! The core of your existence has strengthened as you pursue survival. You have gained 12 Free Stat Points to distribute. Access your status page to spend these and strengthen your chosen stats. You have gained 15 Evolution Points. As you are in a dungeon, the wild mana is extra dense. Additional Mana has been brought into your core. The mana in your core is extremely receptive to the dungeon’s mana. Benefit increased. You receive one extra Physical Stat Point, one extra Mental Stat Point and 7 extra evolution points.









Before he could think about what these messages meant for him, Hysterical Strength deactivated and immediately Elijah felt like his bones had been replaced with lead weights. Even the influx of energy from his level up, something that would have left him giddy at any other time, could not take the away weight that seemed to push down on him at every moment. Too tired to think on the events of the night more, he made his way back into his hiding place. He barely had the self-control to tie the branch back into place before passing out.

That night Elijah had the closest thing to a full, restful sleep he had experienced since waking up in the forest. Nothing woke him from his slumber and he didn’t even dream. When the light of the morning sun finally made its way through the holes in the tree trunk and forced open his bleary eyes, he felt well rested for the first time in recent memory. He had never slept well, even back on earth. Too many memories and too much anxiety to sleep soundly. Apparently, the secret to curing his insomnia had been being thrown into life threatening situations that left him too physically exhausted to have the mental energy to overthink things. “Not the solution for everyone, and certainly not a solution I want to rely on in the future, but a solution of some kind.”

Continuing to think out loud, Elijah began packing stuff away as he spoke, “I obviously overslept, not even a hint of the sunrise coming through the tree trunk. Damn, did I really spend the night in this place? It’s more holes than wood at this point.”

Indeed, the rats had done quite the number on the tree the night before, ripping holes an inch or two in diameter all over the place. There must have been more of the rats before his final assault on them, there were simply to many holes for that not to be the case. They must have been smart enough to run when the aura began leaving them truly vulnerable to being attacked, most likely after he used Blood Roil Burst and the skittering had drastically died down. It hadn’t just been a loss of energy; it had been a decrease in their numbers. Meaning he’d been dealing with the slow, dumb, or desperate during those final terrifying moments.

If the rest had stuck around, perhaps he would have been the one to wind up dead. Who knew? The important part was that now he knew these Ghoul Rats existed and that he needed to be on the lookout for them. Preparation was nine tenths of victory after all, and the best way for him to prepare right now was to figure out what to do with his rewards from the night before.

For now, he ignored the evolution points. Thirty-six points was a lot, but not enough to buy anything major and he’d much rather save them for a new ability than anything else. Instead, he debated on where to put his fourteen stat points. The obvious thing would be to increase his health regen, which meant increasing his resistance stat. This would have the added benefit of reducing the damage he took while using Sacrifice according to the voice. Since sacrifice directly drained blood from the target, it was apparently considered an attack against the physical body. He had also learned that similar effects to those produced by his spells could be achieved by draining a targets soul, but that fell in the realm of Necromancy.

Apparently, Constitution would also help his recovery rate, if to a lesser degree. At the same time though, it would increase his total health pool which never hurt. He could also put some points into Dexterity or Strength, which could help with his actual fighting.

On the Mental stats front, his best bet would probably be Wisdom. If he could increase his regeneration to the point where he could just leave his Blood Roil Aura spell on, he would be fairly confident of his ability to survive in this forest.

Other stats that could come in handy included Perception and Resilience. He hadn’t run into anything that used mental or spiritual attacks yet, but if these things were undead he wasn’t sure how much longer that would last. For now, though, he supposed Resilience could be put on the back burner. As for Perception, while it was true if the stat had been higher he might not have taken the initial surprise attack from that rat he felt that being a harder target would be more useful to him in the long run.  Besides, Perception was a Lesser stat for him. Using points on it would be squandering some of his minor gain. While he might be able, or even required, to pay that cost at a future point, this early on every point was precious.

Decision made, Elijah called out to the voice,” Please put four points each in Constitution and Resistance. Place an additional three points in Wisdom, two in Dexterity, and One in Strength.”

“As you wish Elijah,” came the immediate response.

“Thank you voice. As I said before, I will be saving my remaining Evolution Points.”

Done with his small spending spree, Elijah left the tree and set out into the forest like any other day. Despite the feeling of routine to his actions, he couldn’t help but add a slight skip in his step as he basked in the feeling of his increased stats. It didn’t look like that much, but he just experienced a base increase to his quality of life in a cellular level. Small pains that he never even knew he had to live with disappeared or decreased as his new Constitution and Resistance rectified them. His steps on the rolling, root covered forest floor were just a little surer and his stumbles a little less common. His things felt just a little bit lighter.

Leveling up, increasing his stats. It was like nothing he had ever experienced before. The closest he could come would be that moment where, after you have been visiting a gym for a while, you notice a tangible increase in your ability. A noticeable affect on your body and life. Only accomplished in a moment rather than weeks or months.

Most of all, the level up and full night’s sleep left him feeling like today was going to be a good day. Something that had been nonexistent in this new world so far. As he picked a handful of cherries from a tree, he couldn’t help but begin humming in joy at the thought to discovering what lay ahead of him.

            

    
        Chapter 8: Gilded Cages

    
    
    
    
                Dungeons in The New Reality are ranked on an alphabetical system. This system, ranked from A to F, is based on the amount of Wild Mana present in the dungeon. In special cases, they may achieve S tier. Dungeons of the S tier are either artificially more difficult than they would otherwise be or their amount of mana is immeasurable by conventional standards. For an example of the first case, an entirely underwater dungeon with A rank mana would be classified as S rank for human adventurers as they are not adapted to a submerged environment. The latter case, sometimes called “True S Rank”, are considered the most dangerous locations in this world. These dungeons can be home to Dragons, Great Spirits, even Lesser Transcendents.  - History of a New Age, pg 36


Waking up, Li took in the rising sun, the chirps of the birds, and the nice breeze coming off of the lake water. He had slept incredibly well and awoke feeling perfectly refreshed. The smell of fruit had his stomach growling in anticipation of the delectable meal they would provide. As he sat up, he only had one thought on his mind.

“Oh man, I am so screwed.”

Li’s voice echoed over the water as the gravity of his situation set in. He was trapped. Trapped in an idyllic vacation destination, but trapped all the same. Thankfully water wouldn’t be an issue, and plenty of food was available. Less fortunately, as long as he was here, he wasn’t moving forward. He almost expected that, in and of itself, was the trap of this place. Complacency and fear of what it would take to leave.

He could stay here, build a home, never need for any food or water. Grow used to just this. He couldn’t even blame himself for it. Why shouldn’t he? There was no pressing need for him to leave. No goal to accomplish in the outside world. The only thing he’d lose is his opportunity to make history.

Still, until he actually had a way forward there wasn’t much he could do. Returning to the courtyard without any improvements was as good as a death sentence. With no easy way to gain points, that meant practicing his spells for the time being. If he could just increase the effect of his Reinforcement Armor, maybe he could eke out enough speed to make it past the Warlord and through one of the other doors. Hell, maybe he just needed to spend a few days storing up enough kinetic energy and he could make it out.

It was hard to say without experimentation. At least if his armor spell didn’t work out, there were other options. Force Wall should be more useful than it had proven to be so far. He could make a wall wherever he wanted, which allowed so much flexibility. He could stop enemies in their tracks, defend himself, or close off entrances. If only they could take more than one hit without entirely draining him of mana.

He still hadn’t gotten a chance to really play with his Telekinesis. He also hadn’t had a chance to use it in combination with his daggers yet. Perhaps he had been too single minded in that thought process though. If he could just shove the Warlord at the right moment maybe he could throw the stone man off balance long enough to make it past him.

He had messed with the spell a little bit, but he could really only focus on one thing at a time when using Telekinesis. He could hold three or four objects at a time, but trying to move one would immediately send the rest tumbling to the ground as he lost focus on them. It was frustrating, but as far as he could tell this was a personal failing and not a limitation of the spell. He simply couldn’t keep the mana holding everything else in place going while he tried to make fine manipulations.

As for Giant’s Punch, he still hadn’t tested the real limits of the spell yet. Maybe it had the power he needed to deal with these heavily defended opponents. Maybe he just needed to get close enough to actually use it.  He’d have to see just how much he could up the mana content and strength of the spell.

As for his two passive spells, those were probably the ones he was most comfortable with. He had been regularly relying on his Perfect Force Understanding and Motion Sense to survive throughout this dungeon. He wasn’t perfectly in tune with these abilities, but he felt his understanding was significantly higher with them than with any of his other abilities. The only one that even came close was his Reinforcement Armor.

The feeling of using Perfect Force Understanding was difficult to explain. At its most base level it was simply knowledge on how anything around him would move as long as none of the forces affecting it changed. With a glance he could tell where a falling leaf would land, assuming no breeze came through and changed its flight pattern. After a breeze started, he would know the exact point it would land as long as the breeze continued at the same strength. It wasn’t truly predictive, but it allowed for fairly accurate guesses of where something like a punch or thrown item would hit.

When he began spending mana, there were two effects on the ability. The first was that he could focus his understanding on multiple objects. Rather than just knowing the landing place of one thrown rock, he could anticipate the landing point of every one of a handful of thrown pebbles. Assuming he spent enough mana. The second effect was more esoteric in nature. He could sense active forces in the area. Well, sort of. By observing an area, he could get a feel of where forces were affecting things. He didn’t understand it exactly, but when he saw an object he could visualize each force acting on that object, their direction, and their intensity.

Motion sense was a much simpler feeling. It was almost like hearing motion around him. The actual mechanism of recognition was different, but pinpointing the motion was a lot like when something making a sound moved around and you could anticipate where it was coming from based on the relative volume in each ear. Also like hearing, the sense didn’t tell him exactly how far away from him something was moving. Though the relative volume could give a general impression of closeness or distance. As for the actual feel of the motion, it was similar to looking through a thin blindfold in a bright room. He could “see” impressions, but they were vague and larger motions could easily obscure smaller one. This masking of motion could also be created with sheer number. Many moving objects could blend together and obscure each other. By expending mana he could get three effects: greater range, greater clarity of what each motion was, and a greater ability to track differing motions. 

The real goal, of course, was for each ability to feel entirely natural. Like they were something he had been born with and relied on without conscious thought. Not something he needed to remember the optimum way to use, or actively concentrate on. Something he just felt and used. He was sure that he could manage it too, given enough time. Like learning an instrument or how to type. At first you had to consciously think about where each finger went and when to use which, but over time the skill built and eventually you didn’t even realize which finger you used for which note or letter. It was so ingrained you simply didn’t think about it anymore.

So that was his goal for the day. The first tiny step of many to move from using his magic to internalizing his magic. That meant practice. Lots and lots of practice. Starting with the spells he was least confident in. Focusing on the relatively unknown factors of his less used spells and fleshing out his understand was reaching for low hanging fruits, but it was also important to build a solid foundation. He couldn’t attempt to run without first knowing his limits while walking. 

For the following hours he would focus on creating Force Walls and then striking them with his Giant’s Punch until he was out of mana. Given the cost of using Force Walls, that likely wouldn’t take long. In addition, he would attempt to make each Force Wall a different size than the others. Each Giant’s Punch would be aimed at a different part of the wall. He needed to see how these variables would affect the mana cost for the Force Wall and the ease of penetrating through.

#

As it turned out, beginning intensive practice with magic wasn’t much different than starting to exercise for the first time in a while. Each repetition of his Force Wall and Giant’s Punch spells left him more and more mentally exhausted. Each following repetition somehow felt more difficult as a deep exhaustion slowly built up in him. Simultaneously, a headache similar to when you woke up highly dehydrated started to build, leaving his thoughts and senses feeling fuzzy. He was also absolutely certain that these pains were not limited to the present. He would be feeling the after effects in the morning.

He wasn’t one hundred percent sure what those after effects would be, but he kind of anticipated that it would be similar to the worst hangover of his life combined with the feeling of staying awake for twenty-four hours straight. If his current state was anything to go by, that might be getting off lightly. He wouldn’t give in though. The options were to improve or die when he tried to leave. To some degree, he was thankful for the deeper, desperate implications of his work. It would have been incredibly difficult for him to maintain the will to put himself through his current pain without the drive a threat on his life provided.

It was paying off too. He really had been underestimating just how much additional strength Giant’s Punch granted his blows. He’d imagined that the spell would grant him equivalent power to his reinforcement armor for a single strike. Turned out, if he really pumped his mana into it, he could strike with four or five times more power then he got out of his armor spell alone. The affects could be stacked as well, resulting in a blow at least ten times stronger than he could achieve without his Force Magic.

He’d also realized that his Perfect Force Understanding could help him achieve better results with the spell. The Giant’s Punch effect was actually very finicky. If he changed the angle of his punch after activating the spell, for example if he had to change his target because his opponent moved, a lot of the spell’s efficacy would be lost as a large portion of the additional force continued in the original direction. This made the spell very powerful for jabs, but far less impressive when he was using hooks or other wider strikes. Using his Perfect Force Understanding he could better read the way the kinetic force wanted to flow and create a more fluid change in direction for the entire spell.

Of course, that wasn’t his only break through. The biggest game changer had come in realizing the more fundamental methods by which his Telekinesis worked. He had noticed it while using the spell to pick fruit for himself during a brief break. He’d had Perfect Force Understanding fully activated at the time, trying to get more comfortable with the feedback from the spell, when he had seen the real mechanism of the spell for the first time.

The spell worked by redirecting and manipulating existing forces on the object in question as much as it did by applying new forces. For example, when he had ripped the fruit from the tree, he hadn’t achieved this by applying an additional source of downward force on it. He had achieved it by adding additional energy to the pull of gravity. Then he had guided the fruit to him by slightly changing the angle at which this additional gravitation energy pulled on that particular fruit and upping his own bodies gravitational pull on it.

With that in mind, he had begun practicing isolating that particular aspect of his telekinesis spell. Eventually, he had found himself able to manipulate the forces themselves directly, rather than manipulating them by the proxy of controlling an object. This had resulted in him receiving a rather strange message from the system.




	
Warning. Your Beginner level spell Telekinesis is undergoing an evolution. This Transformation has consumed 10 Evolution Points. Congratulations, your Beginner Level Spell Telekinesis has become Beginner Level Spell Force Manipulation. By giving up some of the ease of use of Telekinesis, you have gained significantly greater control and specificity. Additionally, through proper manipulation the cost of the spell can be severely decreased.









This change had opened the way for turning his Giant’s Punch into a force to be reckoned with. Now, by utilizing his Perfect Force Understanding and Force Manipulation, he could maintain the full strength of a Giant’s Punch even if he had to change where his blow was aimed. With practice, he also began getting to the point where he could gather extra force using telekinesis to add even more power to his blows.

It left him with a devastating attack, if one that left him vulnerable as the strike took up so much of his concentration. He couldn’t afford to concentrate on anything but the spell and his target, resulting in a dangerous amount of tunnel vision. It also cost about a tenth of his mana pool in total and he still didn’t feel as if the technique was truly complete. As it was, each strike would seem to rattle the bones in his hands, wrist, and arm. Large bruises would appear over his knuckles as they were exposed to forces they were never meant to endure, even with the protection of his armor spell. Until he could do something about that, this attack would be a double-edged sword and not truly suitable to actual use.

He had also made progress in his use of his Force Wall spell. The upgrade that had come with unlocking Force Manipulation had helped to some degree, letting him reinforce the wall with natural forces and even siphon a little bit off of incoming blows to add to the defense of the wall, but it was still an extremely costly ability to use. As it was, it could barely be compared to a wall, and only when he was willing to sink almost his entire mana pool into it.

Thankfully, this was another spell where his passive abilities proved to be the key to improvement. Because the amount of mana required was directly proportional to the amount of force it was blocking, angled walls consumed significantly less mana. Thanks to his Perfect Force Understanding, he could achieve the best angle possible to throw attacks off balance and minimize the cost. At least in theory. In reality, a change in the amount of force an opponent put into an attack or any change in target could throw the entire thing into disarray. Still, even a deflection that wasn’t perfect cost far less then meeting an attack head on.

Of course, to truly practice deflecting attacks he would need to change his method of training. He needed something to practice the spell in conjunction with Force Sense and possibly Force Manipulation. That meant setting up something else to defend against other than his Giant’s Punch. Maybe if I throw sticks in the air, I can deflect them as they fall back down?

It would be significantly less mana intensive then his current practice. Honestly, though, he could probably use the break. After I get used to that I can try using reinforcement armor to chuck larger rocks above me and practice against those. They should provide significantly more punch.

#

His new practice method had consumed most of his afternoon. He had tried to jump directly into deflecting the falling sticks using only his Motion Sense, but the enhanced effects of Perfect Force Understanding, specifically his ability to see the forces affecting the object, was significantly hampered. The experience had confirmed for him that he wasn’t actually seeing the forces when using Perfect Force Understanding though, at least not entirely. It seemed like he was somehow extrapolating the forces affecting the object based off of how they were moving and any forces that he and the object were both being acted upon by (such as gravity or wind). The filter of Motion Sense simply wasn’t detailed enough to provide that same level of input and it made his sense of the forces acting on an object fuzzy for lack of a better word.

Still, it wasn’t like that meant he couldn’t deflect an object using just his Motion Sense, it was just less efficient since he couldn’t get as perfect of an angle. He often used an angle far greater then strictly necessary to avoid being hit himself. With practice he had got a better feel for the process and had begun working out a method to momentarily spike the mana he input to Motion Sense. He hoped that with more practice he could increase the effectiveness of Motion Sense just enough and just long enough for Perfect Force Understanding to give him the information he needed.

The disruption of his Perfect Force Understanding wasn’t the only issue with creating force walls in areas he wasn’t looking at. He also found it difficult to properly scale and orient the wall he created. It was easy to just throw up a plane of force between himself and the incoming object, but anything more than that...He just couldn’t visualize it properly without actually looking. All of this led to him regularly creating walls that didn’t quite meet his expectations, like drawing without looking at the paper. Again, this was something that could only be fixed with a large amount of practice.

He was a long way from where he wanted to be, but at least he was making progress. And all this practice had let him build up quite a bit of charge for his Reinforcement Armor. He’d actually learned, much to his chagrin, that there was a maximum limit to the energy that could be stored by his armor. This limit seemed to mostly be due to his familiarity with and control of the spell more than anything, though the amount of mana he fed into his armor seemed to play a part as well. One more thing to add to the list of potential improvements I suppose.

#

It was strange how quickly something as incredible and alien as magic could become boring. It only took a few days for Li to be ready to tear his hair out. Following the same routine over and over to make small incremental gains. All to be rewarded with a massive headache and a general sense of soreness in the channels his mana ran through. It really was incredibly similar to exercising.

Still, the rewards were worth it. He was finally seeing some success with his Perfect Force Understanding and Motion Sense combination pulse. He could manage it about a quarter of the time now, a massive improvement over what he started with. Additionally, he had finally gotten the trick to at least properly sizing his Force Walls without direct vision. He was still a little inaccurate with his orientation, but he was getting better.

He had grown confident enough with his Force Manipulation spell to keep all three of his daggers in the air. He could only really focus on using one at a time still, but the others wouldn’t just drop out of the air anymore. He had learned that the secret was to sort of…knot his mana. It was hard to explain. Every spell had a pattern that you sent the mana through and Force Manipulation’s was incredibly simple. His best analogy would be that some spells, such as his Reinforcement Armor, felt like an entire choreographed dance, others felt more like a simple 4 step waltz. Force Manipulations might be even simpler than that honestly.

The downside to a simpler spell pattern is that the spell would quickly fade. With practice he had discovered that spells wouldn’t immediately end when he cut off the mana. Whatever mana was currently in the spell pattern needed to either run its course or be drawn back into your core before the spell would actually end. That meant that a spell with a complex pattern could continue to run for a few seconds as the excess mana continued to fuel it. Of course, without active oversight the mana pattern could quickly break down and end in an uncontrolled burst of energy, but that seemed more likely to be an issue in the future when he worked with higher intensity spells.

The secret he had discovered to keep force manipulation going was to actually add an extra length to the beginning of the spell pattern. Then he would add a small twist to the connection point between this extra length and the base spell pattern. After he flooded the extra length with excess mana, the knot would slowly allow that mana to flow into the spell and keep the pattern going, resulting in a continuing effect. It wasn’t a perfect solution. Ideally the way forward would be being able to keep all the flows of mana actively under his control. It was, however, something useable right now while he worked to improve. Something that increased his chances of survival.

Honestly, at this point he would feel far more confident in dealing with everything he had seen in this dungeon. At least everything besides the Warlord. With the scorpion or bug, he could aim at the eyes of the creature at least. What was the weak spot on a statue though? No, his only chance against the Warlord right now was to hit it with his Giant’s Punch, and even that wasn’t guaranteed to do anything. It also almost ensured he would get hurt, both due to the backlash of the spell and the Warlord’s counterattack. Really now. How is it fair that I have to fight something made out of solid rock that hits like a truck and moves like a damn dancer.  

Of course, beating the thing wasn’t really his goal. He just needed to make it through the square and out one of the other doors, and he thought he had the tools to get that done now. In the morning he would make an attempt at escaping.

#

While taking breaks over the course of his training, Li had discovered that the door opened for about one hour four times each day. They opened at approximately four am, ten am, two pm, and seven pm. As the door would stay open for almost an entire hour, he would give himself forty-five minutes to attempt to make it past the Warlord. If he hadn’t managed it in that time he would retreat and make another attempt later. An alarm on his phone should make sure he didn’t stay out there too long.

The morning before his attempt he had collected as many fruits as he could fit in his backpack. He had filled his canteen and packed up a roll of padded leather and blanket that had been his bed for the last few days. He had stretched and gone on a short run to get himself warmed up. Then he had worked his way to the door about five minutes before the ten am window. He was as ready as he could be.

As the door slowly opened, he saw that things had changed since his last visit. All the statues in front of the door had been moved. Now, when the door opened into a cleared column of space. At the end of the column, the Warlord sat on his throne, staring down at him.  Lining each side of the cleared area an assortment of statues stood at the ready with swords held high, as if in salute. The statues were densely packed on either side, leaving no clear path to escape into the safety of the chaos beyond them.

Forcing himself to speak more cheerfully than he felt, Li called out to the silent king of this realm. “Hope I haven’t kept you waiting, but I need to get through here. Things to do and people to see you know.”

Slowly, the king rose from his throne and drew his sword, nodding in response to what it apparently took as Li’s challenge. With a heavy crash, he stepped down onto the tiles making up the floor of the square. He looked even larger than Li remembered, easily two or three times the size of a normal man. Every step he took seemed to demand Li’s attention now that they were not longer playing cat and mouse among the other statues.

Li drew his knives and left them floating in the air around him as he started scanning the walls for other exits. He began walking forward to meet his opponent as his armor’s glow shifted. The light reversing course as he activated the release mode on the armor. Light surrounded his right hand as he prepared to use a Giant’s Punch and his eyes began to glow blue with the mana he was preparing to release.

The Warlord, meanwhile, brought his swords up into some sort of stance. The front blade was held low and in front of him, crossed across his body to defend against Li’s attacks. Its partner blade was held above the head and pointed forward, prepared to strike at him with a moment’s notice. The runes on each blade began to glow a faint red and light seemed to shimmer around their edges, as if space itself was being cut by them. 

Some kind of subliminal message seemed to alert the two that it was time to begin when they were within ten feet of each other. The Warlord leaned forward, bring both blades down by his side. Then he launched himself at Li with all the strength in his legs, bringing the blades up and around in a sweeping blow that would have decapitated him if Li had continued along his path.

Fortunately, he had not.

At the same time the Warlord launched himself forward, Li had thrown himself to the side. His target had been a statue of a bear of a woman clothed in furs with a pair of axes, one held by her side and the other raised by an arm held at forty-five degrees. Screaming, he brought his fist slamming into her solar plexus and released the full strength of his Giant’s Punch. The result was the statue crumbling around his fist and leaving him a clear path into the warring statues at the cost of a bruised and cut fist that was in no shape for a second blow without some time to recover.

While the Warlord did not appear to have the ability to speak, he heard a grinding, rumbling groan from behind him as the sovereign let out his fury at Li’s flight. The sound was like a cross between a rockslide and a scream, and was quickly followed by smashing as he was pursued further into the square.

This time the chase was less desperate as Li’s fully charged Reinforcement Armor proved its worth. Between the speed it offered him and the option to force a path for himself using his Giant’s Punch every so often, Li had quickly opened a space between himself and the Warlord. He even managed to deflect some of the statues blows with his force walls, proving just how much of an improvement his practice had brought about.

Soon he was running along the walls, looking for an exit and finding absolutely nothing. No doors or cracks or hallways or any way to escape the Warlord’s clutches without returning through the door he came from. He only had so long to look for an escape as he was rapidly burning through the collected energy that supplied his Reinforcement Armor. Once it ran out, he would once again find himself in a desperate situation as he positively hemorrhaged mana to keep his armor running at the same level and throw up the deflecting force walls.  That meant it was time to try something desperate.

Circling away from the door he had entered through; Li began working to put more space between himself and his pursuer. He began using his mana without restraint, burning as much as was necessary to get even another second before the Warlord caught up with him. When he had worked his way maybe halfway across the square, he enacted his plan. Leaping onto a statues shoulder, he slammed a full powered Giant’s Punch into the things head and used the reactionary force to fling himself back toward the cleared part of the square.

Soon he was leaping from the heads and shoulders of various statues, feeling more closely in tune with his armor and passive abilities then he had at any time in the dungeon to date. He couldn’t afford to spend more than a moment on each statue, as they would quickly react and attempt to throw him off or attack him, but in mere seconds he had made it in sight of his target. The throne of the Warlord loomed over the surrounding statues and offered an unimpeded view of the entire square. From the top of that boulder, he would be able to discover the escapes available to him.

When he made it onto the boulder, he was able to take in the entirety of his surroundings. To his north, the Warlord smashed his way through the statues. Forcing his way toward Li like a raging bull. The golem would be on him in moments and he needed to make the most of this chance. He began scanning the walls around the square, slowly working his way in a complete circle.

“You have got to be kidding me. Nothing? There isn’t a single available door?” Li couldn’t keep the frustration from his voice. There was evidence of passages everywhere around him. In fact, not ten feet beyond his own door he saw a great entry gate carved with images of the warriors fighting in the square, the warlord with his arms spread wide adorning the top of the gate. The problem was that every single door besides his own was shut tight with no way through.

Moving quickly, he prepared to sprint back through the door and try again at a later time. Maybe he had just gotten unlucky. He would need to map out the area during the beginning and end of each window when his door was open. Keep trying until he actually found an opportunity. He couldn’t afford to stay here though. His stored energy was about to hit empty and he had barely a quarter of his mana remaining. Glancing at his phone he realized it hadn’t even been ten minutes. I can only afford to stay out here for forty-five minutes huh?

#

So it was that moments later the Warlord smashed his way back to his thrown, only to rumble in unmistakable rage as his prey once more scurried off into its hole. The puny creature had insulted him once again, refusing his challenge and fleeing like a coward. He had even destroyed one of the Warlord’s subordinates with a surprisingly vicious attack. He could not allow mere prey to insult him like this. The next time the little pink being came into the square it would be his last.

#

After he escaped the square once again, Li received a message from the system. It appeared that the statues he had smashed were indeed some kind of monster, despite his initial beliefs, and therefore awarded experience points. Unfortunately, as the system explained it the creatures were worth drastically less than one could expect from their defensive and offensive properties. This was because, as the mysterious spokesperson of the system put it, they were immobile, dumb, and for the most part only attacked once each.




	
Congratulations, you have gained 35 Racial Experience (x5 Lesser Stone Golem, 35 XP). As you have no class, you have gained 0 Class Experience You have gained 4 Evolution Points. 









It wasn’t much, but it was one more benefit he could utilize in the coming days. He wasn’t looking forward to the task ahead of him, but the possibility of leveling up at least added a little bit of potential fun. Just training wouldn’t be enough. He had seen how much the effectiveness of his spells had increased with practice, but his base ability was just too low. He didn’t have enough mana, he didn’t have enough strength, and he simply wasn’t durable enough to regularly use his strongest blow. He could, and would, continue practicing with his spells, but against the Warlord it simply wouldn’t be enough.

For now, though, he would need to scout each window when the door opened up. At least at the beginning and end, possibly even once or twice in the middle. He needed to be absolutely certain there was no other exit open at the same time as his own. After all, if there were not any, he would have to turn to alternative options. All of those were more desperate gambles than actual plans.

He could try to survive for however long it took a door to open after his own closed. If that was any more than ten or fifteen minutes, he would quickly be in the desperate situation he had experienced on his first trip through the square. He simply didn’t have the mana or energy reserves to keep ahead of the Warlord for an appreciable amount of time. Even worse, it was almost a certainty he wouldn’t be able to keep enough energy in reserve to properly scout the walls for exits at regular intervals. That meant he would be fleeing through the square for an unknown amount of time blindly looking for an exit at an unknown location while trying to be as energy efficient as possible. He might be able to manage if he had the devil’s own luck and the Warlord fell on his own sword.

His second option was to fight the Warlord. Again, this didn’t seem like a winning possibility. Seeing the opening attack by the giant golem, Li had become absolutely certain that any attempt to hit the thing with one of his Giant’s Punches would result in him getting slashed. Whether his hit would land was something he gave a fifty/fifty shot. He was more confident in how much damage he could inflict after how he had destroyed those Lesser Golems, but the Warlord was obviously a cut above. How much damage would he actually manage to inflict even with a clean blow? No, that option truly is an absolute last resort until I have some way to reliably damage him without exposing myself to a deadly counterattack.

His last option was perhaps even more of an unknown then the first. The other side of the lake had been a wall of vegetation. An entryway into the jungles that had surrounded the entire labyrinth and filled the empty areas between corridors. He could try going into there, looking for opponents he could fight and level up from. This particular section of jungle could only be so big, it was a small pocket in the center of the labyrinth, but who knew what he might find. At any point he couldn’t imagine running into anything in there that was more dangerous to him then the Warlord.

For now, Li settled in to wait. There was no point making a decision right now. If he was lucky, he would be able to find an open door in one of the following scouting missions. He’d need to be much more careful. His antics had obviously annoyed the Warlord and he couldn’t predict what the being’s reaction to such a sudden return would be. All the same, he wouldn’t let this opportunity pass. In the last fifteen minutes of this entrance period, he would go in for another scouting mission. Just as a long shot could be the thing that saved him, desperation could just as easily destroy him and he couldn’t let himself just jump to conclusions. It would be worth the additional effort to avoid the danger of his other options.

            

    
        Chapter 9: The Next Level

    
    
    
    
                All rankings of monsters and adventurers in The New Age are based off of Dungeon Rankings. While dungeons themselves are ranked based on the amount of Wild Mana they control, monsters are ranked based on what level of dungeon they could appear as a floor, area, or dungeon boss for. A rank monsters could appear as a floor boss in an A rank dungeon, A- rank monsters could be an area guardian, while A+ rank monsters could be the overall dungeon boss for an A rank Dungeon. Generally, the average soldiers of a dungeon will be a rank lower than area guardians. This means that an A rank dungeon will normally have B- rank monsters as the most numerous threats.  – History of a New Age, pg 38


Over the following weeks, Asher continued her hunt of Anisodrach, Emberwings, and Zalcoa. Thanks to her regional decimation of these creatures, her level quickly grew to four. Unfortunately, at that point she found that Emberwings could no longer increase her experience no matter how many she killed at once. They had stopped giving her Evolution Points at level two, but she had hoped that the experience she could gain from them would continue longer. Still, she persevered in her efforts and continued to raise her level by hunting the less numerous Anisodrach and Zalcoa.

She did not only limit herself to these creature’s, however, and worked to find anything else she could defeat to fuel her growl. An effort that culminated in a fortuitous encounter with a Blazehorn Deer, a creature that ended up being worth far more experience than anything else Asher had defeated. The monster had proven surprisingly difficult to take down, capable of using minor fire magic and physically stronger than its four-foot-tall frame would suggest. Though its spell repertoire had been rather limited, the abilities the red furred creature had shown off made it a dangerous foe.

The first of its spells had been a simple bolt of fire the creature could launch from its eponymous, branching antlers. The deer would stand still for a moment as the fire in its antler’s seemed to concentrate into a small orb right above the creature’s forehead, changing color from a dark red-orange to a far brighter yellow-white. That orb would then be launched at whatever the deer felt was threatening it, flying at a speed that was difficult, but not impossible, for Ashe to dodge. The entire process of gathering and launching the maybe half-inch-wide projectile took the deer about three seconds, though it seemed to need to rest afterward as the fires adorning its antlers would be noticeably smaller after the attack. These embers would slowly regrow back to their normal size over the following thirty seconds or so.

 This fire bolt was easily the weakest of the deer’s abilities, but was still powerful enough to leave Asher with a painful second degree burn about an inch in diameter on her arm when she had been forced to block a shot at her face. Not dangerous assuming she avoided being hit in any vulnerable areas, but a good tactic for discouraging aggressors. More importantly, the ability seemed to outrange anything Asher could use. The best she could do was try to keep at maximum range for her Thunderbolt spell, which gave her a reasonable amount of time to get out the way of the projectiles. Dodging at any closer range generally required the use of her Thunderstep ability, something she found to be a heavy drain on her limited amount of mana.

The second of the deer’s abilities had been its midrange attack, and one more reason Asher wanted to maintain as much distance as she could manage. The creature could apparently breathe fire. Well, sort of. The flames on its antlers would blaze up and lighten slightly into a more orange-yellow color. Then the fire would begin to almost spin in the space above and between the antlers, like a blazing whirlpool. As the rotational velocity slowly increased, the center of the spinning disk would gradually push forward until the flames took the shape of a narrow cone.

From the tip of this cone, a plume of fire would be launched for anywhere from ten to twenty seconds, expanding outward to a range of a little over five feet. The plume would follow the direction of the deer’s head, creating a living flamethrower that could easily deter multiple attackers coming from the front of the deer. Thankfully, this ability was easily the most time intensive for the creature to prepare, the buildup taking as much as a minute as the deer was forced to rely on its physical abilities for survival. The attack was also far less dangerous to be hit by, as long as you could quickly get away from it. The one time she had been struck, she had immediately used Thunderstep to escape the fire’s reach and had come out with nothing more than the equivalent of a bad sunburn and some scorched clothing.  

The last attack the creature showed off in its fight with her was easily the most devastating. It was both the most powerful and the fastest of the abilities the small ungulate used while fighting her. The fires on the deer’s head would begin to concentrate and take on an almost liquid appearance, dripping down off the antlers in droplets that burned themselves from existence before hitting the ground. At the same time, the fire would brighten into a white-blue glow. This same fire would appear around its hooves as it launched itself forward, leaving small, ashen footprints in its wake. The fires had barely lasted for a five-foot charge, but had been hot enough that despite her dodging to the side the flames had left the skin on her face feeling tight as the moisture evaporated from it and a minor burn developed.

That attack had appeared to have been some kind of last resort, as it almost entirely exhausted the fires the creature carried in its antlers. What remained after the charge was little more than sparks and embers, leaving the deer entirely without magic. This had allowed her to attack freely as long as she kept physical distance from the creature’s sharp horns and hooves. An advantage that had made it possible to quickly wear down the small critter, securing herself food as well as the system’s rewards. The resulting experience and evolution points haul she received for killing it had been enough to let her reach level five, along with increasing her stockpiled evolution points to one hundred seventy-six.

“Oh man, that went great! Kind of weird it was called a Blazehorn deer when those were clearly antlers though.” Calling out cheerfully at the windfall, Asher returned to talking with the mysterious voice of the system, “Well Bob, I haven’t seen the Certilia for a few days. Probably broke off to go hunting. I am sure they will show their faces again soon enough, but I should be clear for a little while.”

“That would seem to be in line with your observations so far, mistress.” Bob’s dry response echoed slightly as it bounced off the large rocks that filled this particular clearing in the ash cloud. She had told him to always respond to her verbally if she was asking out loud, the sound of another voice bringing a small amount of comfort in this lonely place.

“We better take advantage of this moment. I think it’s time to look at what I can buy! Pull up the purchase screen for me.” At her command, the blue rectangle once more made itself known in her vision. As she had leveled up, nothing had really changed in her purchase selection. She had hoped she would unlock some new kind of spell, but that wish had so far been dashed. “Hey Bob, when will I unlock more Abilities in the shop?”

For once, Bob’s response was not immediate. He seemed to take his time analyzing the question before deciding on an answer. “Your question is impossible to answer mistress. Level is not the only factor for when new abilities become available, it is simply the easiest factor to achieve. In most cases you must explore and discover additional aspects of your magic or personal ability. Once you understand the possibility exists, the shop provides a way to gain abilities that emphasize that aspect.”

Thrown by the fact Bob actually seemed to need to think about an answer, Asher took a moment to actually process what he said. When she had she couldn’t help but frown, “But if I discover this additional aspect, couldn’t I simply learn an ability for it myself?”

“Almost everything in the shop can be achieved without the shop, mistress. The shop simply provides a shortcut to achieving these efforts. For example, you could awaken your mana without the shop by finding a Primordial Source to bathe in. In some ways this is even ideal, as you can have greater control of what element you awaken in certain cases. That said, Primordial Sources are incredibly rare, will destroy you if you are not compatible with that particular element, will not grant you any spells when you awaken your mana, and are almost universally owned by powerful individuals. The shop offers an alternative that gives you a solid base to build from.” Asher couldn’t tell if Bob was talking so much because he enjoyed the topic, took an attack against the shop (and therefore the system) as an attack against him, or if the system simply believed that this was the best response. Whatever the reason though, this conversation was alerting her that perhaps she had been to single minded in her understanding of magic.

So far, she had practiced her magic with the belief that she should be working to perfect the spells she had, but now she thought that perhaps a better idea would be to spend some time experimenting with combining different flows from her existing magic. Her understanding had been that the only way for her to learn new spells in her current condition was to purchase them. The alert had mentioned discovering other spells on her own, but she had assumed that meant trading shop purchased spells with other practitioners. Learning spells that were new to her, but not new.

“So Bob, if I wanted to learn say…an Enhanced Mind ability, what advantages does the shop present versus me simply using experimentation to discover the right flows for a spell myself?” Asher could feel herself getting into the topic as she spoke, already imagining creating unique spells that quickly grew her power. Who knew what the normal in this new world was?  She hadn’t met a single person since her reincarnation, hadn’t even seen any evidence of intelligent life beyond Bob referring to “locals” when giving her the name of the Certilia race. If creating spells was as easy as it sounded, perhaps she was incredibly weak. Maybe these Certilia that had been chasing her were nothing more than a slight pest for most people.

“There are multiple disadvantages to discovering new abilities through experimentation mistress. The first is the risk of creating an unstable spell flow instead of an actual spell or ability. This can result in any number of unpredictable side effects including total spell failure, a spell that does the opposite of what you intended, or even explosive decompression of the mana. If that happened with an Enhanced Mind ability, it could result in the target of the spells brain exploding.” The response was clinical, but seemed eager to continue the discussion.

“Ok, yeah. That is a pretty major disadvantage, Bob. I assume there is a way to get around it? I don’t see anyone risking creating a spell themselves if there isn’t,” Asher slowly reasoned through the problem, trying to discover a way around the danger. “I bet the first precaution would be to never use any experimental spell on yourself during the first test. That would protect you from a lot of the dangers. Probably putting the target in the equivalent of a magical fume hood would help too.”

“That is generally the case mistress. Experimental spell flows are tested in heavily warded rooms that offer multiple layers of defense for the spell caster. The experimental subject, usually a rat or small monster, will be the target for the spell and the affects recorded based off of observation. The target will be kept in a separate, heavily warded enclosure meant more to protect those outside from any dangers than to protect the subject.”

Sighing to herself as she listened, Asher was sad to discover animal experimentation was still the norm here. “I guess magic can’t fix anything. I hate the idea of using possibly mind exploding spells on innocent animals, but better than using it on people I suppose. What are the other dangers Bob?”

“The second of the dangers is that the spellcaster creates a spell that is beyond their control,” Bob continued. “Essentially, the spell caster over reaches and creates something beyond their ability to handle. This results in spell backlash, which can severely damage one’s mana channels along with causing physical harm through mana decompression. Damaged mana channels result in pain while casting spells, decreased control, decreased amount of mana an individual can use at a given time, decreased spellcasting endurance, and decreased spell power. While generally this is only temporary, continually straining one’s mana channels by either using spells with already damaged mana channels or repeatedly damaging one’s mana channels can result in permanent injury.”

“That’s definitely not ideal Bob. What do people do to avoid permanently injuring their channels while experimenting with new spells? This sounds a lot more difficult to actually do something about.”

“The normal precaution is to only create spells one level below your mastery, mistress. A Master level mage will generally only work to create Expert level spells at their most ambitious. This ensures the spell is very unlikely to exceed their ability to control, unless their new weave of mana is truly genius. The second precaution taken is adding release weaves to their experimental weave. These weaves are specially designed to allow an individual to end a spell early, releasing the accumulated mana in simple, harmless ways. Usually this is a bolt spell. The addition of these releases results in a more inefficient spell, but will allow the caster to end the spell before they entirely lose control. If they find that the weave works and is not a danger to their control, they can then simply remove the release weaves.” Bob’s response was energetic, or at least as energetic as she had ever heard from the generally robotic individual.

Asking quickly, before the lecture could continue, Asher shot out a question, “What do some of these release weaves look like? Any way you could teach me one?”

Breaking from his previous rhythm, Bob responded in the negative. “You have not reached the requisite level of power and control to unlock the Release Spell Weave Ability Option. The shop cannot teach you this at the current point in time.”

“That’s too bad, but I’m not too surprised that is the case.” Bob’s response was aggravating, but pretty much what she had expected when she’d asked. No way the shop would make getting the ability to circumvent itself easy. “Any other risks of creating new spells?”

“There are a few other possible risks in specific circumstances, such as miscalculating the area of effect of offensive spells or, with high level spells, causing different mana packets to poorly react with each other-”

Unable to keep herself from speaking up, Asher shot a question Bob’s way, “What is a mana packet?”

“Ah, a mana packet is the mana sent through an individual spell weave mistress. Higher level spells require multiple packets building multiple weaves simultaneously. As I said, these individual packets can collide if a new spell is constructed poorly and result in loss of control of the mana or unintended effects.”

If being interrupted bothered Bob, there was no sign of it. Soon he was returning to his earlier line of thought. “While these risks exist, they are generally mitigated by the precautions taken for the first two dangers of creating your own spells. The biggest deterrent from creating new spells is something else entirely. The amount of time a new spell can take to create, make efficient, and finalize the spell form of can take decades with anything beyond beginner spells. Many spellcasters are of the opinion that it is simply more efficient to gather evolution points and buy new spells instead.”

Asher couldn’t help but to subconsciously nod her head in agreement. The entire reason for creating a spell instead of buying one was to save the Evolution Points for other things. If it took three weeks to build a bolt spell that cost one hundred Evolution Points, she could have made four hundred evolution points or possibly more meditating instead with that time. Sure, it might give her exactly the spell she wanted, but at four times the cost.

“Of course,” Bob continued as her inner monologue came to an end, probably reading her mind to know when she was paying attention again, “most Beginner level mages can create a supposedly new spell for themselves in mere minutes, especially when under pressure. These aren’t truly new spells generally, simply a new application of an already known spell. A more experienced mage could achieve the same effect by manipulating the original spell. This is generally done by adding additional weaves to an existing spell structure that allow for optional effects, thus complicating the spell and increasing the spells ranking. Many Beginner level spellcasters will take the entirety of their ‘discovered’ spell collection and merge them into the spells they received when they awakened their mana to advance from Beginner to Intermediate rank.”

“So, the difference between Beginner and Intermediate rank of a spell is how much you can manipulate it?” As she spoke, Asher was already planning what she could do to build this spell repertoire that was expected of most Beginner Mages. “What are the ranks for abilities anyway?”

“The ten ability ranks are Untrained, Novice, Beginner, Intermediate, Advanced, Practitioner, Journeyman, Expert, Master, and Grandmaster. How these ranks are determined can change depending upon the ability, but you are correct that for most spells the determinant between Beginner and Intermediate level is the versatility of the ability. For example, your Thunderbolt spell at the Beginner level is only capable of firing in a straight line on its own. At the intermediate level, Greater Thunderbolt would allow an individual to set their Thunderbolt to curve around, zig zag, or take some other predetermined path. This would be only the most basic manipulation that the intermediate level would allow for.”

It really was strange to have Bob be so talkative about something, but she definitely wasn’t complaining. This conversation had offered her a glimpse of the many options he had available to become more powerful. To give her a better chance of escaping The Blighted Basin. She only had one more question for him before she started making a plan for her advancement. “Bob, earlier you said that Beginner Mages will merge their spells together. I assume that is what the Fusion option in the shop is for?”

“In part mistress. Combining spells is one of the most popular functions of the Fusion option in the shop. Most Beginner Spellcasters will elect to use this option to combine their spell repertoires. Of course, they can be combined manually. This is inadvisable unless you have an Advanced or higher ranked practitioner available to review your spell flows. Additionally, these higher rank casters should be able to help if anything goes wrong as combining spells yourself has the same risks as attempting to create a new spell.” A bit of the robotic nature had begun to return to Bob’s tone as he spoke this time. Obviously, whatever had been driving his interest in this conversation was no longer there and she couldn’t expect much more from it. That was fine, she had gotten plenty of information as it was.

“Thank you, Bob, your help means a lot to me.” As the words left her mouth, she just hoped they made it through to whatever animating force had made this conversation so much more revealing than she had expected. She wasn’t sure it did though, as all she got back from Bob was his customary response.

“You are welcome, mistress.”

#

The first thing she had to do was decide what spell to begin work on. Sure, the obvious answer was Thunderbolt, but was it the best answer? If she followed that route, she would have the best lead for creating additional spells. Bob had been pretty clear that at least part of upgrading her Thunderbolt spell involved giving it the ability to follow preset paths. There was almost certainly more to it than that, but at least it was a starting point. How many minor paths and variations would she need to turn into different individual spells though? Was it just a set minimum to get the next level of the spell, or would going above and beyond grant her additional benefits down the road?

Her initial thoughts were that any additional effort put into building up her Thunderbolt related spell list would be rewarded. So far, the system had seemed to want her to push herself and had rewarded effort accordingly. Bob had said that new spells came with understanding, so it was probably more important to fully understand Thunderbolt and how to manipulate it as much as possible rather than simply creating a very long spell list of various effects. How much more would she learn about the spell if she made it turn right at forty-five degrees rather than ninety? Probably very little.

Honestly, she’d rather work on continuing to improve Thunderstep, it had been the defining advantage in many of her fights and offered her an extreme advantage in mobility. Unfortunately, the system classified Thunderstep as an ability and not a spell. She could sort of understand that. It had felt more…natural then her spells had. Like it was an inherent ability unique to herself versus a spell that could be taught to anyone with the right affinities. That probably also meant it played by its own rules for improvement though. For now, she’d just have to continue to work on extending the range and decreasing the recovery time by eliminating wasted mana and acclimating, like slowly working up your endurance to be able to run a marathon.

Besides, running away wouldn’t win her any fights. It would just make sure she didn’t lose. No, she needed a better weapon. Shock Grasp was powerful, but at the end of the day was far too limited in their range for her comfort. Thunderbolt wouldn’t be her only focus of course. She did need something to keep herself safe if a monster got too close though. Feedback was probably a far superior option in that regard. It was less powerful, but it hit everything around her and was likely her fastest spell. On top of that she had already had some amount of success with manipulating the effects of the spell. She bet with a little more effort she could turn a few of her modifications into real spells and ease the strain of using those nonstandard versions.

I wonder if specializing how I use the spell will affect what Intermediate version of the spell I unlock when I combine them. I’d be willing to bet that is the case. With that in mind she began brainstorming how, exactly, she wanted to use the spell in the future. The way she saw it, she needed the spell to be able to perform three specific functions: it needed to protect her to at least some degree from unexpected attack, it needed to be useful against swarms of weaker enemies, and it needed to be able to discourage stronger attackers. The existing spell was already good for the second option, but it lacked the power to truly repel a surprise attack or turn away anything that was really a threat on its own. Not without diminishing the range to such a degree that it was practically useless for discouraging attackers.

#

 Over the following days, Asher learned a lot about what was and was not possible with her spells. For example, her Thunderbolt spell was capable of rather complex patterns with enough work, but sharp turns consumed an extremely high amount of mana and she needed to be aware that the spell would increasingly try to ground itself the longer the spell ran for. Like laws of physics would slowly grind down the instructions she placed in the spell with her mana. In the end Asher had settled for about a dozen patterns for the spell to follow. These included a pair of spells that would gradually curve to the left and right respectively, along with a pair that utilized a much sharper turn and one spell that would arc her Thunderbolt like an arrow, allowing her to shoot over small barriers.

Not all her changes were directly related to the firing pattern of the spell however. Through repeated trial and error, and more than one unintended explosion of electricity at less than safe ranges, she had managed to create a version of the spell that would slowly charge itself without her actively guiding it. There were a few disadvantages to this spell of course. It was slower and more expensive as the additional complexity when initially casting the spell caused her to waste a lot more mana than the more simplistic version of the spell she had started with. 

Additionally, the spell wasn’t smart enough to know when to stop charging, meaning that if she wasn’t careful the spell would exceed her ability to control and spontaneously explode in a burst of mana and sparks. As long as she fired them before forty-five or so seconds had passed, this wasn’t a problem. Any longer than that and she risked injury in addition to disrupting any spells she was currently working on.

Perhaps the worst part was that she couldn’t use Thunderstep or run while the bolts charged around her. While charging, the bolts would anchor themselves to her body, maintaining a distance between three and nine inches from her skin. Attempting to move too quickly would result in the charges either not moving out of the way fast enough, leading to the charges touching against her skin and going off, or being left behind. Utilizing Thunderstep would also result in all her charges being left behind. Once the particles of magic got more than a foot or so away from her, they would begin to break down without her mana stabilizing their forms. This resulted in the spell either fizzling out or exploding based on how much charge they had gained beforehand.

Less impressively, but also less dangerously, she had discovered how to change the specific voltage and amperage of her spell. This allowed her to create a version of Thunderbolt with a very high chance of stunning her target in exchange for being less deadly overall. Asher was of the opinion that while this particular application might not be as useful in her current situation, it would be good to have non-lethal options when she eventually made her way to civilization. Not every conflict required the death of her opponents after all.

Asher’s success with Feedback had been...more limited. She had managed to achieve two of her goals: creating a response to swarms and a way to ward off powerful enemies. Both had actually had a very similar solution. She had changed the effect of Feedback from an area of effect instant hit ability to a wave. This allowed Feedback to deliver almost as powerful oof a shock as when she coated her skin with the spell, in exchange giving enemies a few seconds to escape the range of the spell as the electricity pulsed out of her. She could further up the power by focusing the pulse in one direction rather than exploding it out of her body in a full sphere.

 Unfortunately, she had been unable to create a passive defense option using the spell. The best she could do was sacrifice the range of the spell to increase the duration to about ten minutes, resulting in an aura extending about an inch off her skin that would cause a painful shock approximately equal in strength to an electric fence for anything that tried to touch her. It was enough when dealing with the monsters she had seen so far, which mostly relied on biting and other unarmed attacks to hurt her. If she had to deal with more monsters like the Blazehorn Deer though, the spell’s usefulness would rapidly wane.

The experimentation had taught her one important thing however. The primary difference between Shock Grasp and Feedback when reduced to such a low range. It was all in how the lightning was manifested. Shock Grasp manifested the electricity in the process of invading the target’s body, while Feedback manifested the electricity in the environment and allowed it to act more like natural electricity afterwards. Functionally, this meant that Shock Grasp was both more powerful and more capable of ignoring things like alternate methods of grounding, but in exchange it would not harm individuals not specifically targeted by the spell. Feedback had the advantage of still being useful against unnoticed opponents, but could be redirected with a well-placed conductor and would do less overall damage.

She had to wonder though...what would happen if she combined the two. Sure, it was giving up one of her limited number of spells, but it might be worth it. Then again, what if there was no change since they were so similar. Or she gave up a possibly very powerful spell because she simply hadn’t explored it enough to discover its actual strength. She had to admit she had barely thought about the spell since it simply didn’t appeal to her or fit into how she wanted to fight. She had no interest in getting close enough to monsters to practice and she wasn’t particularly interested in putting in the effort to turn it into something more useful at range. Better the master of a few spells then simply passable with a lot of them. I should admit that this is a spell I am not going to do anything with and get the most out of it by enhancing my other options.

So resolved, she called out to Bob and had him open the Fusion menu. The resulting window was…confusing. Unlike her previous interactions with the menu, this pop up was in a constant, ever shifting state. In the background she could see the names of her skills spinning and making connections with little aethereal threads, only to spin away and recombine with new skills. If she focused, she could drag individual abilities and spells to the forefront of the screen, creating glowing connections of gold between those she selected. The entire menu seemed to be heavily intent based, creating a web of the various affects and linking in the ways she desired.

“Mistress, the Fusion menu is indelibly linked to Primordial Chaos, the power of change. You must connect the skills as you see fit and will your intent into the menu so that you might shape power gifted by chaos into the form you desire. You will sacrifice your current skills as a base upon which the chaos may build and restructure. Please make your choice carefully, as the same ingredients combined in different ways can have drastically different results.” 

So focused on her task, Asher couldn’t be bothered to respond to Bob’s instructions with more than a simple grunt. She started with Feedback at the center of the formation. Around it she placed the various additional spells she had created based off of Feedback. Feedback Loop, a version of the spell that would gradually concentrate more and more power from the aura onto a single target as they remained in range. Feedback Pulse, the spell which sent a wave of electrical power out from her body. Feedback Overlay, her spell that produced a second skin of electricity. More followed after that. Spells for sending the aura in a specific direction, for increasing the duration at the cost of power, for stunning rather than damaging, and more.

Then she pulled up Shock Grasp. Instinctually, she broke the skill into pieces. Each piece remained connected by a thread of gold, indicating their significance and attachment to each other, but she could will them to move to different areas on the diagram. To make separate connection. The section that produced the charge on the surface of her skin was added to Feedback Overlay. The part that would allow her to continuously feed more power into the spell was connected to Feedback Loop and finally the section of the spell that made the electricity aggressively attempt to invade a targets body, disregarding other paths, was connected to her Feedback Pulse.

Despite this, something felt wrong with her creation. A slight imbalance or missing piece. A base from which to build the rest. Then she saw it in the background. Thundertrap. She could feel is harmonizing with the spell she had created through some unexpected sixth sense. She drew the spell in, connecting it to the aggressive invasion and the charged surface properties of Shock Grasp along with Anchored Feedback, her spell for centering Feedback around a location rather than her body. The result, as she rearranged and smoothed out individual positions, was a pattern like a spoked wheel contained within a diamond.  With a final push she willed the box to accept her creation.




	
Combine Spells: Feedback (+Variants), Shock Grasp, and Thundertrap? 

(Cost: 40 Evolution Points)





	
Yes


	
No









Holding her breathe, Asher pushed yes. For a brief instant, she was back in the sea of Primordial Chaos. Experiencing everything and nothing. She remembered everything from her last visit beyond reality and quickly applied what tricks she had learned to help guide the pure inspiration and power of the everchanging Primordial source into her new spell. Then she was brought back to reality by a blinking screen.




	
Congratulations! Through effort, inspiration, and luck you have created a spell that is greater than the sum of its parts. You have sacrificed Shock Grasp, Thundertrap and Feedback to create the Intermediate Spell Electropulse Enchantment. This spell allows you to enchant one object or being with the Electropulse spell. When a living creature comes within range of this enchantment, a pulse of electrical power will be released. This pulse has a chance to stun in addition to dealing damage. If this enchantment is connected to a mana source, it will recharge over the course of thirty seconds. Each pulse electrically charges creatures hit, resulting in future pulses dealing more damage as more of the power is drawn to them. Enchantments within your range of control can be manually activated or suppressed. Enchantment can be modified to be directional.








As she felt the specifics of the spell settle into her mind, she couldn’t help but wince. This spell was significantly more costly than any of her Beginner spells had been. Still, it was definitely worth it. By enchanting herself with this spell, she would have a powerful reactionary defense against surprise attacks. It also greatly increased the power of the traps she could create, allowing her to produce additional defenses against incoming opponents on the fly. Definitely going to need to increase my intelligence though. Can’t be running out of mana in the middle of a fight because Electropulse is draining me dry to recharge.

Soon she had repeated the process with Thunderbolt. As she had not attempted to introduce any other spells beyond her collection of variants, the creation process was far more boring. The resulting image had looked something like a three circle Ven Diagram, with each circle representing a different type of change. Change in flight path, change in spell effect, and change in spell preparation. The fusion had cost her twenty Evolution Points versus the previous spells forty and had resulted in her obtaining Greater Thunderbolt. While not the most exciting change, she greatly appreciated the upgrades afforded to this stronger version of the spell.

For one thing, she could now charge her Thunderbolts to greater power levels and at a faster rate. They also flew noticeably faster, in addition to giving her the option to control their route as they went for a high mana cost. The individual bolts were smaller, sleeker, and wasted less mana for the same effect. She was also now capable of firing up to two normal, unmodified bolts at once. According to Bob that was not a direct benefit of this spell, but rather due to decreasing the concentration required thanks to more efficient spell weaves. Increasing her Acuity would supposedly allow her to increase the number of bolts she could fire as well.

With over one hundred evolution points still remaining, she had decided to address one of her most glaring weaknesses. The biggest advantage the Certilia had shown against her was their speed, resulting in them being able to get close enough to attack while dodging her spells. She needed something to help her keep up. With that in mind, she had decided to purchase an Enhanced Mind ability. The result had been an ability called Overcharge. The ability was passive in nature, but could be enhanced by spending mana. It granted her increased mental, though not physical, reaction times, along with greater hand-eye coordination and allowing her to better follow high speed motions,

Almost all of her remaining points had gone into something she found in the Items menu, a Lightning Struck Alder Staff. When she had asked about Wizard Staffs, Bob had told her that all staffs granted the same base bonus, greater accuracy with certain spell types based on the material used to craft the staff. Often quirks in the material use would grant additional minor benefits. Supposedly this all worked by acting as a focus, kind of similar to a magical tuning rod that helped her achieve the proper “frequency” for controlling an individual element. They could be further enchanted with additional benefits using special materials and runes. Wands provided much the same benefits, though to a lesser degree. Instead, they were cheaper and it was easier to carry a large number of them. This allowed a mage to carry a collection of specialized wands for various purposes.

She wasn’t ready to fight Scarface, not quite yet, but she had the tools she needed for the fight now. She would give herself a day or so to practice and refamiliarize herself with her upgraded and new abilities. A second day to rest and ensure she was in peak condition. Then, she was coming for Scarface and his pack. She’d show them that she was not prey to be hunted. That she was powerful. Strong enough to explore and travel as she pleased without worry.

            

    
        Chapter 10: Shedding Light on the Shadows

    
    
    
    
                Adventurers may achieve a higher ranking in multiple ways, though Dungeon Tests are by far the most common. A party will attempt to clear an Adventurer’s Guild approved dungeon up to one rank above their own while accompanied by a Guild Escort of appropriate strength to protect the party should they be unable to clear the dungeon. Upon completion of the dungeon, members of the party will receive their new rank. In most instances, this rank will be within one step of the cleared dungeon based on individual performance. For example, a member of the party deemed to be less influential to the party’s success while completing a C rank dungeon may receive a ranking of C-. The party leader, should they perform acts of particular note, may receive a ranking of C+.   – History of a New Age, pg 41


After his run-in with the swarm of Ghoul Rats, Elijah had changed his daily schedule to some degree. He still spent a large portion of each day travelling through the forest and ensuring that, come sunset, he was in a secure spot. Now, however, he would awaken early and spend the first hour or two before sunrise keeping an eye out for more of the little beasts so he could hunt them for experience.

It had taken him a little while, but he had begun to pick out the telltale signs of the things’ presence. The small cries of their hunting packs. The slight shaking of the undergrowth as the tiny terrors felt their way through the underbrush. The scratch marks on the trees that showed what areas were their territory even during the day. Scratch marks that, much to his chagrin, he later realized had absolutely covered the base of the hollow tree he had camped in that fateful night.

After learning how to identify their overall presence, he had begun discovering how to lure out small, manageable groups. At first, he had tried using small amounts of raw meat, but the scent never failed to draw the entire pack to his location and force him to make a run for it until it got too close to sunrise and the creatures faded away into the forest. The things apparently had a highly developed sense of smell and touch that they used instead of their eyesight, which had appeared very poor while he had observed them.

With this in mind, he had instead created a visual lure for the creatures. He had noticed the things had a penchant for carrying around gnawed, sun bleached bones when they were unable to find fresh food. As such, he had saved a few of the bones from one of his meals and thoroughly cleaned them in a stream. From there he had found one of the trees with the territory markings of one of the rat packs and climbed into it for his night’s sleep. The following morning, he had used some of his rope to suspend the bones just above the base of the tree and waited. 

A short time later, Elijah had been rewarded with angry squeaks of one of the disfigured animals as it called for help getting ahold of the bones. Taking his chance, he had leaped down from the tree and charged the thing. The creature had abandoned all sense of danger and recklessly charged him as he had expected, allowing him to quickly dispatch the creature. He had just been patting himself on the shoulder for a job well done when the experience message had popped up and given him a disappointing piece of news.

Apparently, the system considered the creatures far, far less dangerous, and therefore less rewarding to kill, when they were alone. He had received a mere two experience instead of the five he had previously received, even at Level Two. According to the voice, this was because each member of the rat pack was linked in a magical and spiritual sense and only by forming packs could the individual members reach their full potential. This would result in a “stronger spark of soul to plunder from the dead.”

That had started a rather interesting conversation about what, exactly, experience actually was. Apparently, anything with a soul, the spiritual system required to actively or passively utilize magic, would award a tiny measure of their soul to the beings that killed them before the rest disappeared from the mortal plain. This reward would then be used as a resource to nourish one’s own soul and strengthen it.

Alternatively, one could naturally grow their soul. This could be accomplished by pursuing one’s goals and improving upon one’s talents. By seeking to improve oneself, you could inherently strengthen your metamagical self as well. This was the approach most non adventurers took, slowly building their skills as a farmer, blacksmith, or alchemist to strengthen their souls and level up. This method was far safer, but also incredibly slow. Most would be lucky to get a single level up a year with this approach, even at relatively low levels.

Either way, eventually one’s soul would grow to the point where it could no longer be contained by an individual’s body and mana. In response, the soul will begin drawing in Wild Mana and using the energy to condense and purify itself. Along the way to the soul, the Wild Mana also enhances the body and mind of the individual, thus creating the phenomena of a “Level Up”. At least that was an extremely simplified version of what happened according to the voice.

While interesting, this information had not been particularly useful to him. Especially when the Voice had been unable to tell him what the minimum number he was required to face to get the same rewards as before was. Trying to maintain a positive outlook, he had simply taken that as an opportunity to experiment. He had begun slowly attracting larger and larger number of the rats at a time, hoping to discover the point at which the system considered them a “greater amalgam”. Even without the full five experience, it had been a worthwhile endeavor and had quickly gotten him a third of the way to Level Three. 

Eventually, he had discovered that the missing piece of the puzzle was not actually sheer numbers. There had turned out to be a subspecies called a Ghoul Rat Alpha. These variants were about fifty percent larger than their common kin, but less muscled. Instead, the alphas had an aura of power similar in appearance to a thin purple and black cloud of interspersed with flickers of silver. More importantly, these creatures seemed smarter and were capable of directing their lesser kin while also possessing a small beam spell of some kind. 

They could only project the beams a foot or so, and the attack only lasted two or three seconds, but anything caught in the baleful black and silver light would begin to rot apart. Using this ability, the first of the Alphas Elijah had attracted had easily stolen the bait before he felt confident of attacking. It had simply rotted the rope suspending the bone and run off, swiftly followed by the squeaks and shrieks of its fellows.

Knowing that the ability had to have some kind of limit, after all the Alpha of the pack that had attacked him previously had not simply bored through the tree with its rot beam, he had performed a few more experiments. Thanks to those, he had discovered that this special magic was generally much less effective against living things and almost entirely ineffective against inanimate objects. It had been unable to rot through a still living vine he had used to suspend the bones the following night and done nothing to rocks he had dropped through the beam. The second thing he had learned was that it left the creature vulnerable. Following the use of the beam, most Alphas would lose control of a small number of their pack. It appeared the Alpha’s control was not purely status based, but an actual magic effect. By wasting their mana on other magics, they had less to spend controlling the pack.

Lastly, he had learned that the creatures seemed to only use the beam as an absolute last resort or for problems they could not simply throw bodies at. The incident that had taught him this had also alerted him to why he never saw any other creatures within the rats’ territory. He had just lowered his bait during this particular session, when a new creature had slowly poked its way out of the underbrush. Later questioning of the Voice had confirmed his suspicions that the thing was a Ghoul Rabbit.

The creature had had the general build of a Rabbit, with large rear legs and far smaller front ones, but the similarities had largely departed from there. For one thing, the creature had had a large horn curved similarly to an antelope protruding above each of its milky eyes. The front had been sharpened similarly to a blade and easily capable of tearing through flesh, as the creature had later shown off. The creature’s mouth had been filled with razor sharp teeth, though smaller and less unwieldy than those present on the rats. Its front paws remained much the same as a normal rabbit’s while the rear appeared to sport large raptor claws for slashing and tearing. The thing had also been two and a half or three feet tall when standing on all four paws.

None of that had helped the creature in the end. After it had easily leapt up and claimed the bones, a pack of the Ghoul Rats had made their way to the clearing. Apparently, the creatures were incredibly territorial about their hunting grounds and would quickly respond to invasions by other predators. The scouts in the area had called for reinforcements, as soon their angry cries of hunger had been echoed from ever more mouths in the surrounding underbrush. The resulting swarm of perhaps three dozen rats had been piranha like in their swarming attacks meant to strip the flesh from the rabbit’s bones. The rabbit in turn had killed at least two thirds of their number and had nearly killed the Alpha before being physically intercepted by a pair of especially large lesser rats. 

The entire fight, the Alpha had only used its beam attack when those two defenders had fallen and left it with no other nearby allies. The beam, focused on one of the rabbit’s eyes, had burst the organ and distracted the creature just long enough for more members of the swarm to reach them. The Alpha had quickly cut off the beam after that and scurried away to hide behind a wall of flesh until the rabbit’s eventual demise.

That had been the last of his attempts to collect data regarding the Ghoul Rats. Confident that the Alphas could not simply rot a hole through his stomach and instantly kill him, he had dropped from his tree and killed the exhausted Alpha and the eight remaining members of its pack after he finished recording his observations.  He had been disappointed to find that the Alpha only rewarded five experience points. At first, he had thought it was a product of attacking an exhausted enemy, but killing other Alphas later had proven that that was not the case. Apparently, the system was of the opinion that such minor magical powers did not represent an inherently higher danger then other members of the pack when they were properly guided.

#

Over the following nights he had hunted several small packs of the Ghoul Rats, quickly building up his store of Evolution Points and increasing his level. To avoid attracting too many of the things to handle, he did his best to set up on the edge of each pack’s territory. He was generally successful in this endeavor. His chosen hideaways had the added benefit of allowing him to witness a number of other attempts by various types of ghouls to invade the rat’s territory, before they were ripped to shreds by the voracious hordes. The tiny terrors were unimpressive on their own, but created a devouring tide. It reminded him of army ants in various stories from his old world.

The invading creatures were impressive in their own ways as well. Eight-foot-long snakes with the ability to sling their jaws similar to goblin sharks and bladed scales along their bodies. Three-foot-tall frogs whose tongues had spikes on the ends and quills like porcupines.  A rotund raccoon whose fur hid jagged pieces of bone and tail was heavily armored enough to crush the rats it hit into paste. The last had been particularly dangerous for him as it had retreated up one of the nearby trees, sending the rats flooding into the tree branches to hunt it down.

While they were distracted, egged on by a pair of Alphas that were entirely focused on the masked creature after it had killed over a third of their number, he had been forced to cut a path out of the swarm and make a run for it. For the most part, the rat pack had ignored him unless he directly placed himself between them and the raccoon, but it had been a dangerous situation. He had eventually made his way to what he believed to be the far side of this nest’s territory and had spent the rest of the night there.

Thanks to this though, he had begun to figure out the ecosystem of these night predators. As far as he could tell, despite their fearsome displays, the rats were more of a scavenger group. He had seen them fight off and kill these other forest creatures, but always at the cost of large numbers of their own packs. Additionally, a number of the creatures appeared to employ a very similar strategy to himself. They would pick off individual rats or one of the small roving groups before retreating out of the territory with their prey. 

The Ghoul Snakes and Ghoul Frogs were especially prone to this as their attacks were lightning quick and prevented the rodents from sounding out an alarm and bringing the full might of the pack down upon the larger predators. They would simply snatch two or three of the rats and wander off. Elijah quickly decided that this tactic provided him with an opportunity.

#

After hitting Level Four, the rats had started to provide little in the way of Evolution Points and the experience rewarded had drastically decreased. They were still worth killing as the main driver of his grind for Experience, but he needed something stronger to continue to grow his store of evolution points. Especially with some of the purchases he had in mind. So far, the best opportunity he had seen to go after something stronger than the rats was a counter ambush.

While there was no doubt that the Snakes and Frogs were powerful, the vast majority of their abilities had seemed to be focused on attacking from ambush. Once the initial burst of speed was expended, from either lunging forward in a strike or the launching their tongue, they seemed highly vulnerable until they were back in position for their next strike. Or rather, Elijah had been of the opinion that they were far more vulnerable at that point than any other. They still had plenty of defenses, but nothing as obviously aggressive in nature after the loss of momentum.

It took witnessing five or six fights between the rats and the frogs and almost a dozen with the snakes for him to feel confident enough to put his plan into motion. In retrospect, he likely had needed maybe half that many examples to fight the things, but he had had absolutely no interest in being taken by surprise by some new ability or unexpected defense mechanism.

The frogs were simple. They had their tongue, which could be fired at fast enough speeds to send the needled tip straight through inch think branches. Additionally, they displayed a rather powerful leap that would allow them to quickly reposition, though had proven to be ponderous and out of the norm for the otherwise sluggish creatures. The weight of the spikes armoring their back meant they generally had difficulty landing and it took them a few moments to get back into position if they displayed the full might of their rear legs. Those spikes had been the last of the dangers. In addition to being very useful for warding off attacks, they could be fired a short distance from the frogs back when they were surprised. This made attacks from the front far safer, assuming the tongue was otherwise occupied.

The snakes were a different matter entirely. The initial lunge allowed the creatures to quickly close short distances, while the rather unique way their jaws could be fired forward added a good six inches to their bite range. Something that could be truly deadly if the target was unaware of it. If the initial bite from the creature’s hand sized head failed to kill, they could then coil around whatever creature had been bitten and slowly shred it to pieces by rhythmically stroking their scales across the creature. This would leave the creature looking like it had been toweled down with sandpaper and razor blades as the scales’ textures ranged from abrasive to downright lacerating.

That same instinct to curl and shred could just as easily be used defensively, not to mention the fact that the scales themselves offered a far stronger armor than the frog’s skin. That natural defense made a counter-ambush of his own less likely to succeed. Instead, the snakes had a different weakness in his opinion. Most notably they were vulnerable to counter-attacks. When confronting one of the creatures he would know how the creature was attacking and where it was aiming immediately. This, combine with the things face first charge, meant that if he could get his sword in position, he could not only prevent injury to himself but likely strike a grievous injury to the monster.

Each of the creatures had presented unique dangers in his mind. The snake’s length was more intimidating, but Elijah had estimated, and later confirmed, the things to only weighed about the same amount as the frogs due to the other monster’s squat build. Both had required that he put himself in danger for the initial attack, but his response had required careful positioning for one and swift response for the other. Both of them had required that he bait an attack out of the monster to manage the kill. He hadn’t been able to find a realistic way around that.

Before beginning his hunt of either creature, Elijah had resolved his greatest weakness when it came to fighting the thing. Quite simply, his spells had not been ideal for fast fights like the frog and snake monsters had necessitated. They were meant to slowly bleeding enemies to death overtime, which wouldn’t necessarily have been a problem, but he also had had no confidence of surviving either monster’s initial attack. Having determined that his spells were unlikely to provide him a solution for quickly killing his opinions, he had decided that that lack of defensive power had been the real problem. The issue he had needed to resolve before taking on new threats. 

Thankfully, the voice had been more than willing to help Elijah review his options for both new abilities and strengthening his existing powers. The process for empowering his spells had made sense after his discovery of Blood Roil Burst, and he had been pursuing the goal of increasing his list of spells ever since. That said, he had elected for a far more mundane solution to his issues at the time. He had purchased a better set of armor to replace the rather ragged set of leather he had used up until that point and a buckler. 

The armor he had selected was very similar to his first set, being mostly composed of pieces of brown leather. The two major improvements had been the addition of steel plates sewn onto various vital areas and a simple enchantment he had found. The enchantment was called “Blood Soaked” and had appeared when he was looking for a way to improve his armor’s performance when used in conjunction with his Blood Drinker Armor. 

The enchantment had two effects. The first allowed the armor to store any blood it came in contact with, slowly staining the leathers a dark red-black as the enchantment reached its limit. It would also store any unused blood when his armor spell was released, ensuring he had at least a small pool to enforce the spell during his next use. The second ability would consume this stored blood to first repair the armor and then enhance his own healing.

The buckler was a six-inch disk of steel with a bump in the center that housed a comfortable wooden handle he could hold his new shield by. The thing would sit across his knuckles and was ideal for both protecting himself and punching out with. More importantly, the enchantment on this particular piece of gear had made it his secret weapon against the Ghoul Snakes. The magic, simply called “Spike”, would cause the center of the buckler to sprout a six-inch metal spike when activated. There had been limitations to keep the cost low of course. The metal was flimsier than the rest of the shield and the spike would fade away after a minute or so. He could only summon the spike a few times a day too, as it would take the magic time to recharge between uses. Not to mention that the enchantment recharged by consuming his own mana, though only at about a tenth the rate of his natural regeneration of the resource. 

#

The next night, his preparations had proven up to the task. He had ended up fighting one of the snakes first, which had been his preference. The difficulty of closing with one of the frogs and then potentially having to close again after it had leaped away had made him a little nervous. Much better to deal with one of the snakes that would come to him. This particular snake had been on the slightly smaller side, closer to seven feet then eight, but had quickly taken interest in the carcass of a Ghoul Rat he had killed and hung up. 

Seeing he had gotten the serpent’s attention; Elijah had jumped down from the tree and interposed himself between the bait and the snake. He had worried how the creature would respond to something like this, not having seen them deal with a similar situation before, but had counted on the things hunger to make it stick around. The snake had not disappointed either, immediately taking far more interest in him than the rat that had initially drawn it to the area.

Nothing could quite prepare you for the sight of seventy pounds of muscles and scales flying through the air at your face, fanged mouth moving at astonishing speed. Elijah had done admirably though, intercepting the flight path and getting his buckler between the two of them. He hadn’t been able to activate the Spike Enchantment, having been taken by surprise even with all his practice and studying of his target, so the fight had not ended as cleanly as he had hoped it would. Instead, after wrapping its wicked fangs around the edges of the shield, the snake had initiated an attempt at embracing Elijah in its deadly coils. 

In response, Elijah had activated his Blood Drinker Armor and begun carving away with his short sword, allowing the slow flow of vaporizing gelatinous blood to reinforce his defenses. Between this, his Blood Roil Aura, and a few uses of his Bleed spell, Elijah eventually put an end to the thing when he broke free of the serpent’s restrictions and decapitated it. Armor shredded and bleeding from dozens of minor wounds, he had been forced to flee from the attention of local rat pack after a scout group stumbled upon the very end of their confrontation. The rewards had been well worth his effort though, almost twenty evolution points and enough experience to push him through a quarter of his current level.

The next snake had gone more smoothly. Fully initiated to the feel of the things attack, he had been able to calmly raise his buckler and activate the enchantment, which resulted in the spike impaling the monster through the mouth and up into its skull. Either due to the construction of the creature’s jaw causing him to miss the brain or its ghoul nature, this had not been enough to outright kill the snake. It had, however, left the monster disoriented and slow. An easy target for his amateur sword skills.

His third confrontation had finally resulted in a fight with one of the frogs. As he had anticipated, their prodigious leaping power and ranged attacks made the confrontation far more difficult than the serpents. Dodging the tongue was difficult, but he managed and his new armor meant even a direct hit was not immediately debilitating. That, combined with a new version of his Blood Roil spell that extended the range of the ability but only allowed him to use it on one target, had allowed him to slowly wear the thing down. The fight had been loud and he had been forced to fight a small pack of maybe a dozen of the rats immediately afterward in his punctured armor and exhausted state though. After his eventual escape from the pursuing rats, these factors had made him more determined than before to prioritize the snakes over the frogs with their similar reward.

#

Over the following weeks Elijah continued to hunt, kill, and grow his skills. Not just the skills granted by the system either. Soon the constant confrontation had him far more comfortable with the equipment of his new existence as well. He learned how to properly tighten the armor so it wouldn’t rattle around or come loose while he fought. How to aim his swings with his short sword and avoid overextending. How to best use his buckler to send attacks glancing away rather than simply meeting them head on.

He grew his number of spells several times over and soon was thinking about how best to combine them to break into the Intermediate Rank. His Blood Roil Aura became capable of very specific effects. One of them, the specific effect that made the rat hordes essentially zero threat, was a spell called Blood Roil Drop. This version of the spell would drag all his targets blood straight down. This allowed him to force small, weak creatures like the rats to the ground and leave them defenseless.

He also created a version of the aura spell that would allow him to exclude individuals from the effects of his aura, much to his satisfaction. He may be on his own now, but he still had high hope of finding other humans in the area. When that happened, it would be important to be able to fight without endangering his allies.

His Blood Drinker Armor had, perhaps, the most impressive evolution. Besides learning to concentrate the magic in specific areas to make a more solid defense, such as forming a complete helmet and shoulder guards when fighting the snakes, he had also learned how to manipulate the armor into a more offensive and more defensive form. The offensive form, called Blood Thirsting Armor, would provide almost no protection, but would drag small rivers of blood from his targets. The Blood Bathed Armor, its more defensive form, would not naturally draw upon the blood around him to strengthen itself, requiring him to instead manually take it. He could then guide the stolen blood, taking the form of scale mail, to reinforce specific areas. In addition to the greater focus it took to use this more defensive form, a second downside to the more stabilized armor was that it would also resist repurposing the blood for Sacrifice.

He had also discovered that the armor could interface with his Blood Blade spell. After discovering the ability to forge Blood Blades from anywhere on his person, he had found a way to manipulate his armor spell to accept these formed blades as a part of his armor, resulting in a powerful counter against creatures that attacked with their own bodies. This spell, called Blood Piercer Armor, gave up no defensive properties when compared to his more standard armor spell, but would consume a large amount of blood and mana while active.

While the forest was still extremely dangerous, these advances meant he was no longer at the bottom of the food chain. It also meant that he needed to find something new to push him even further. The Frogs and Serpents were no longer giving as good of rewards and he was ready to find what preyed upon them in turn.

#

            As it had turned out, the next highest rung on the food chain was occupied by three different types of monsters. The first was some kind of large bird creature, easily four feet from the tip of their wickedly pointed beak to their sharp and heavy tail feathers, that were incapable of flight. Their wings were ragged and missing large amounts of feathers, as if they had been plucked while going through a particularly bad molt. Seemingly to make up for this deficiency, large structures of finger like bone supported the ragged flesh in a manner similar to bats. The ends of these “fingers” protruded as black blood encrusted natural weapons and the beasts would use them for support when moving along the forest floor in their strange, hopping pursuit of prey. 

The creatures were fast and could quickly rip apart prey with their curved talons, spear like beaks, and blade like wing bones. They also possessed excellent vision even in the dark of the forest, great weight that belied their avian nature, and a ten-foot wingspan that gave their strikes great range. The result was a blurring offensive of sharp edges aiming to disembowel or impale their prey with little regard for their own safety.

The second monster at this level of power was a creature that almost looked like a fox with four sets of fluffy tails. The creatures had an additional segment in their legs, causing them to be incredible tall for their size. Almost as though they were on stilts. Like the Alpha Rats, these creatures seemed to rely more on magic then brawn for killing their prey. Between bolts of withering energy, a gaze that would leave their target feeling weak and sickly, and spectral claws they could fire with waves of their elongated limbs, the fox monsters had offered a unique danger when compared with his opponents up until that point. 

Thankfully, as befitted their more mage-like status, the Ghoul Fox was a rather fragile creature. His particular brand of magic also seemed to have a natural advantage against the creature’s own magic, as the deathly energy would expend itself turning the blood of his armor into a noxious black sludge rather than hurt him. This had had no effect on the beasts’ ocular powers, but he had come up with a counter measure for that before confronting them as well. By flinging sand or other dirt into the creature’s eyes or hiding behind terrain to break line of sight with the creature, he had been able to quickly wear the things down with his Blood Roil Aura and close the distance for a killing blow.  

The last type of monster, and perhaps the most dangerous at this tier, were Ghoul Boars. The things were three hundred pounds of angry pig flesh, bone armored skin, and four sharpened tusks on each side of its snout. Each tusk had been easily a foot and a half long and covered in sawblade like ridges. Fast, angry, and tough enough to survive being hit by a truck, the things were a tricky opponent. His only saving graces when fighting them had been the fact that Blood Roil Aura had ignored their physical defenses and they had very poor reflexes and flexibility. As long as he was able to make a dive to the left or right, the bone plates and their overall mass prevented them from being able to redirect their charging attacks.

Not that that was a particularly big deal when said charge would allow them to smash through tree trunks even a foot or two in diameter. The beasts seemed to never tire, and nothing short of military grade explosives would injure them. It had been a good lesson on knowing the value of dodging and recognizing that just because you could take most hits didn’t mean you should mindlessly accept every hit. It had also served as validation that every one of these monsters he ran into was worth studying rather than mindlessly charging in to fight. 

Thanks to learning the weakness of the boars, in his first fight he had managed to bait the monster into smashing itself against multiple large trees. This had left the creature dazed and slowed it down enough for his Aura to do its job. Once the creature was disabled and unable to hurt him, he had gotten close enough to put his short sword through the things eye. That hadn’t killed the monster of course. Instead, it had quickly responded by goring Elijah through the leg with one of its tusks before he could slip the blade through a crack in the armor along its side and stab it through its unbeating heart. A lesson in caution for sure, but one that healed surprisingly fast thanks to the enchantment on his leathers, the effect of his armor spell, and his Scarification ability. 

#

 It had been about a week since he had started hunting the Boars, Raptors, and Foxes. He hadn’t made much progress in moving deeper into the Forest of the Final Sleep, but he had grown a lot in the intervening time. It had also shown that his initial hypothesis about the nature of the Forest’s changing weather was wrong. Despite the relatively long time he had spent in this part of the forest, the weather had not changed. Rather than winter, it had continued to have the appearance of mid-fall. Orange and yellow leaves had begun to fill the trees and apple like fruit could be found all around him.

While it had gotten later into the seasons, it had happened at a much slower rate. A rate corresponding with the decrease in distance travelled. Seeking to prove his hypothesis, he had backtracked for several day and watched as the leaves slowly decreased in color and returned to being mostly green. It seemed that rather than the seasons passing more quickly in this place, the further one travelled into the forest, the closer the weather came to winter.

If that was true, he was worried that it was a result of the dungeon attempting to increase the danger. The obvious part was that more and more of his life would be spent in the darkness of night, but what if that wasn’t all there was to it. What if the nights themselves became more dangerous too? More numerous or more powerful monsters. Traps meant to alert the predators to his presence. A point when there was no longer daytime for him to rest safely. It was something to think about and make plans around.

#

He wasn’t ready for the next tier of monsters. Not yet. He had, however, been able to spend some time scouting out his future enemies between frantic fights against his current opponents to prepare himself for the winter stage of the forest. As far as he could tell there were still two more general levels of danger for the creatures, placing him hunting middling beasts at best.  

The next set were the ones he had actually laid eyes on, finding them hunting, killing, and eating the creatures he considered roughly his equals. The most common members of this next link of the food chain were Ghoul Deer and Ghoul Badgers. From what little he had so far gathered, the Deer were pack predators that liked to charge through the forest together. They would charge around impaling prey upon their impressive antlers before feeding their catch to the rest of the herd. The Badgers were powerfully built solo predators that could take almost as much punishment as the boar, seemed to have some amount of resistance to at least the fox’s magic, and were the physically strongest creature he had come across so far.

Then there were the predators beyond even these terrors. The same ones he had seen signs of the first night. That he would turn around and run from the moment he had the slightest inkling of their presence anywhere in the vicinity even now. The creatures he assumed to be the apex predators of the forest. The things that he guessed to be bears, wolves, and large cats. Those monsters were his goal. Before he went to winter, he wanted to kill one of the beasts that had terrified him on his first night. I’m a long way from protecting myself, let alone anyone else, but this is a step in the right direction. 

            

    
        Chapter 11: Hunter Becomes the Hunted

    
    
    
    
                New adventurer recruits without prior combat experience are classified as F- rank. These adventurers are commonly required to complete a five-month combat course followed by a one-month wilderness survival course at one of the Adventurer Guild’s training sites. During this course, recruits will be required to display basic skills in tracking, reading, writing, cooking, hunting, cleaning, monster identification, and self-defense. Upon completion those individuals determined to pass will receive a new rank, commonly F+ for the top of the class and F for the remainder, and be given full rights as a guild member. – History of a New Age, pg 41 (cont.)


She was ready. Over the last week she had gotten used to her new spells and casting spells through her staff. She had fought almost a dozen of the Blazehorn Deer, which had become more numerous as she had neared the center of the crater, and had been surprised how much easier it was to kill the things with a pair of intermediate spells at her disposal.

It wasn’t just the increase in power, though that was notable. The spells were significantly faster to use and the ability to modify the effects of the spell on the fly could not be underestimated. In particular, the seeking function made it much harder for the fiery mammals to dodge her Thunderbolts. Especially when combined with the effects of Overcharge and her new staff, which allowed her to far more accurately predict the movements of her opponents and aim the initial launch of the spell respectively.

Overcharge had actually proven to be far more difficult to get used to than she had originally expected and was the primary reason for her change in timeline from one day for adjustment to an entire week.

She had been unimpressed at first. In its base usage, the difference was negligible. She noticed more, felt like she had an extra second to comprehend things or change her movements. Just enough time to help reduce her natural clumsiness or rebalance when she stepped in a hole. Nothing extreme.

Then she pushed the spell to its limit. It was incredible. Like the entire world was moving half speed. Trying to move in that state was difficult, as her own movements were drastically slowed as well. Like she was moving underwater or with weights on her ankles and wrists. She had actually hurt herself on her first use, trying to move too fast and pulling one of the muscles in her arm. That had required some downtime for the swelling and pain to reduce, and had served as a cautionary tale for the spell. It only gave her more time to notice and come up with a plan, not more time to actually implement that plan.

It didn’t even really increase the speed of her spell casting. Like with her muscles, trying to push the mana through her veins too fast would leave her with burning pain and an ache for the next day or two. She could manage a slight increase in casting speed, the limit that her body could handle, but it wasn’t a speed she couldn’t have managed without Overcharge given time and practice. She could, however, split her focus while casting the spell. It took time for the mana to unbalance. Not much time, but enough that Overcharge would allow her to occasionally look away and not suffer a spell failure. This would probably be more helpful when she had spells that took longer to cast, but it was already proving useful for reducing her vulnerability when casting.

“Time to do this Bob! I’m going to tear Scarface and his goons apart.” Asher’s Cheshire grin as she said this would have been enough to send a shiver down any observer’s spine, and it was almost a shame that nothing was around to witness it. Well, almost nothing.

“Yes mistress.”

#

The first step, tracking down Scarface’s pack, was always going to be the easiest. They had been pursuing her for weeks now to varying degrees, all depending on their stomachs as far as she could tell. Like many carnivorous reptiles, they seemed to have slow metabolisms compared to comparable sized mammals. They would chase her hard for a few days, barely giving her any chances to rest, then flag for another few days as individual members of the pack broke off to hunt and fill their stomachs. Eventually the entire pack would call a halt to their hunting of her, beyond a handful of scouts left to observe her, and go looking for large prey to fill their stomachs. These excursions leaving her a day or two of relative peace, they had quickly stood out.

These hunting days were also the only ones when their lilting cries would cease. Usually their hoots would fill the ash cloud behind her at all hours of the day, only falling off at night (again excepting a handful of smaller scouts). While the echoing nature of her surroundings and the calls themselves made it difficult to get any concrete sense of distance between her and them, it did allow her to track when these hunting days were coming as the number of calling throats reduced. She could then plan out these restful, for her, days a little in advance.

She mostly used the break days to intensively train her spells, unworried about the potential for a violent interruption. This time, though, it would serve as the perfect opportunity for a counter attack.

“What do you think Bob? Tomorrow or the next day for when they go off hunting?” She knew it was likely to be one or the other. The timing was right.

“The average number of days between their hunts according to your observations was approximately five and one quarter day days mistress. Tomorrow will be the fifth day since they last departed to hunt.” She could detect just a hint of obnoxious amusement in the mostly monotone voice. Just enough to let her know something in there was probably paying attention.

“Tomorrow it is. I expect you up bright and early to help me out!”

#

As she expected, when the sun rose the next morning, she didn’t hear a hint of the Certilia behind her. They likely wouldn’t be gone long though; the increased presence of Blazehorn Deer was as much a boon to the voracious predators as it was to her. The plentiful prey would allow them to spend far less time hunting than in the first days. She’d have to act fast.

Rushing back in the direction she had come from, she quickly found one of the smaller Certilia. The pack seemed to almost exclusively leave them behind to watch her when they went hunting, needing the size and strength of the larger members to bring down their prey. The small ones would usually get whatever remained of the carcass when it was dragged back.

That worked for her, less danger in this first step. Acting quickly, she threw a Thunderbolt at the thing. This Thunderbolt had been tuned to stun the creature, rather than do as much damage as possible, and the small monster only had time to let out a single piteous squeak before its limbs ceased and body went numb. That was when she released the more deadly strikes, leaving a blackened and smoking corpse.

The other scouts would be on their way. The final cry of her victim had been short but piercing, and the creatures seemed to have fairly good hearing. She needed to prepare for their arrival if she wanted any chance of escaping unharmed.

Soon three balls of lightning were floating behind her, slowly charging with power. She had also begun throwing out a few rocks she had prepared over the last week. Each stone was marked with a depiction of the Sky’s Eye, the strange rune remaining the same despite the evolution of her Thundertrap spell. She had high hopes for her new spell, and had specially created these traps to deal with a number of weaker creatures. As one final preparation, she cast Electropulse Enchantment twice more. Once on herself and once on the body of her first opponent.

#

When the dozen or so other scouts finally reached her location, they were greeted by the sight of the tall, two-legged creature with fur on her head like the lava pools their mother called home standing menacingly over the prone form of one of their own. Social instincts and pack mentality taking over, they quickly mounted an offensive to save their sibling. Never seeing the telltale glow of mana on the inconspicuous rocks all around them, most never had the opportunity to discover their error in judgement.

As the first individuals crossed the invisible line of defenses Asher had constructed, waves of power pulsed outward and caused over three quarters of their number to vibrate uncontrollably as the electricity ravaged their insides. Immediately, before the attack could even register, three great bolts of lightning smashed into the front of their line with a sound like the sky tearing in half. The bolts did not stop there, branching out and aggressively spreading throughout their thin ranks.

The sound of sizzling flesh and smell of smoking meat soon filled the surroundings as the three blasts intermingled and reinforced each other’s terrible destructive power, leaving their targets, or at least those that managed to live, heavily injured and terrified. The enemy of the nest, the large two-legged creature that had scarred their elder brother, hadn’t even moved and her terrible power had broken them.

The bronze skinned creature, creator of flashing lights and searing pain, callously reached down and tossed the now obviously dead body of their sister. Then that, too, burst into a bubble of pain. Only two of them made it out, and they quickly broke away to seek out their elders. The feast would need to be postponed. Their enemy had decided it was done running. The pack needed to be together to complete this hunt.

#

As the remaining pair of Certilia fled into the cover of the ash cloud, Asher could only sigh and look at the screen telling her she had levelled up once more. She had been trying to take out the entire group so there would be plenty of time to prepare for the next part. Despite the large number of spells cast, she was still feeling pretty good after dumping most of her gathered stat points from level ups into Intelligence. The three simultaneous Greater Thunderbolt had been almost too much for her control, but the ten-point bump in her Acuity had helped immensely.

They hadn’t all been equally powerful of course. She had cast them separately and left them to charge up around her, taking her time to cast each of three spells enhanced with Branching Bolt as perfectly as she could manage. She was lucky the Certilia had been so eager to charge in, as the first had been nearing its limit when she launched her barrage.

“This will have to do Bob. No way I get a better chance than this for stage two. We need to find the clearing from earlier. The one with the tallish cliff. I think it was an hour back from here.”

“I am sorry mistress; you lack any form of tracking or mapping skill and I am unable to assist.”

“All good buddy, your voice has been keeping me sane the last few days.”

There was a brief pause as the invisible intelligence seemed to debate it’s answer before eventually responding, “As you say mistress.”

As she ran uphill, Asher ran over the next step of her plan in her head. She needed to cut the head off the snake. Without leadership, the rest of the pack would hopefully be easy pickings. She needed to take care of Scarface.

“It’s not the epic, one on one final showdown I was hoping for, but I can’t leave him to lead his minions into slowly wearing me down. I need to take him out first. My best bet on that front is probably a shock and awe approach. Heh.” Asher laughed to herself lightly at her own pun. It was good to joke, helping her shake off some of the stress and worry about the upcoming fight.

When she made it to the clearing it was exactly how she remembered. Rather then sloping down gradually, a wide cliff face with a seven- or eight-foot drop split the clearing into two parts. Above was a sloping plane heavy populated with some kind of fern, while below was a fairly flat patch covered with deep cracks in the dry earth. The ash had not yet covered the entire clearing, which was a lucky break for her. If she needed to, she could have made it work without vision. Being able to see would make this much easier though.

The first step was to place more Electropulse Enchantments throughout the area. Again, these were designed mostly to stun the weaker ones. Sacrificing power for a wider range of effect. However, in addition to these, she placed a number of stronger spells toward the center of the clearing. These would only affect one or two targets and would require something to directly touch them, but would be far more damaging to whatever target was hit.

Finally, she prepared her greatest surprise. The pair of spells and nearly two thirds of her mana pool left her with a pair of runes that were no different in design. Each of them crackled with the electricity stored within and she could smell the ozone in the air though. The glow of leaking magic power coming off of them was so bright it would be impossible for anything to miss their presence. That was alright though, she wouldn’t give them time to react.

Prepared, Asher Thunderstepped to the top of the cliff and hid in the greenery. Staff clutched close to her body and mana slowly regenerating she prepared for her next strike against these tenacious foes. They had chased her for weeks on end without remorse, now she had thrown that pattern into upheaval. Time to see just how committed they are to hunting me.

#

He was old now, for the pack. Another few years and he would be old enough they would drive him off. He would need to establish his place as an individual hunter then. Like mother had. For now, though, he commanded his little siblings. They would do as he willed. Even when the strange two-legged creature had left him blind in one eye and weakened, he had proved his strength to his siblings and established his place in the pack with the oldest siblings still trapped on the other side of the river.

It should have been an easy kill. One against many and the prey barely strong enough to escape just him. Instead, the lava-headed creature had continuously eluded them. She left specs of the world’s energy in her wake meant to harm them, but only the younglings fell for such simple tricks. As she had gotten trickier, leaving the stones in crevices and around corners, it had become enough to slow the pack down.

When they got too close, she would throw balls that buzzed like the angry insects he had once subsisted on. While that wouldn’t be enough to stop them all, it would give pause to those he sent to the front of the pack and gave her time to gain more distance. If they actually managed to close, she would use her strange flash of light to appear somewhere else and force them to continue the chase.

She was weak now though. Running out of energy and cornered. That was when the pointy headed, fire spitting four legs would turn to fight too. Still, the two legs would have some trick. She was too sneaky not to. He would see them though; her magic was too loud. The hatchlings might not have figured out the trick yet, but most of those close to him in age had figured out how to read the flow of the world’s energy like him. How to recognize when prey was gathering it for an attack.

Guided by the hatchlings back to the sight of their confrontation, he could only growl at the site of so many dead siblings. They weren’t that big of a loss. The newborns would have cannibalized each other as they grew anyway, leaving only the strongest few to reach the next stage of the life cycle. Mother always had more eggs hatching, he would simply bring a new clutch into his pack. It grated on him though, made the others feel that he was unworthy to lead. That could be a problem.

Finding her trail was not hard. The prey’s power left a peculiar scent, like the air after one of the few storms that would pass through his home. She hadn’t learned to hide it away within her yet, and it leaked behind as surely as mauled prey would leave behind blood. Only when she used her little flash of light was it hard to find where she was gone, as the trail would suddenly end. When that happened, he would send the pack out in all directions to pick up the scent again. The task was not a difficult one as the magic left its own large marks on each use.

She would fill his stomach soon, punishment for leaving half the world black and dulling his scales. She had used her tricks and wiped out his scouts, but such weak powers would not work on the main force of the pack. Ahead he could see a clearing, filled with the pale glow of her power in his vision. From here the real battle would begin.

Calling back his pack, he had them gather behind him and prepare to enter the clearing. The largest would enter first, smashing the magic on the ground and allowing the hatchlings to approach without danger. In the center of clearing was a strange magical tear, the telltale sign of the two legs using her strange movement skill. When they got to it, he could begin the search for where she had come out.

At first the plan was a total success, the largest four members of the pack, including himself, pushing their way forward and hitting anything that glowed with their tails. World’s energy would pulse out when they did this, causing their limbs to stiffen for a moment before they pushed on. The other younger members of the pack stayed on the very edge of the clearing. They were ready to charge in if something changed, but out of the energy’s range.

It was the packmate to his right that discovered the second kind of trap, with disastrous consequences. This one was far more powerful, creating a blinding flash of light that dropped his brother and left the brother convulsing on the ground.

As he and his siblings were distracted, she appeared in a flash of light and a sound like the air was splitting in two. A bright rune glowed on her chest and a second was stuck on the tip of a strange wooden stick she held up, ready to drive down into his body. Two orbs circled her head, crackling with more of the World’s Energy and every instinct in his body screamed at him to run away.

Before the searing image of the first flash could be blinked away, a second flash of light pulsed out from her body. Great blue and white fingers of power flashed from her body and struck each of his three companions, throwing them back with a blast and leaving their bodies shuddering on the ground. He leapt toward her, only to find the stick interposed between them and driving down to pin him to the ground.

Dodging to the side, he crouched down in preparation to leap at her only to be struck by one of the orbs that had floated above her. The pain was intense, far worse than the last time he fought with her. She had grown, perhaps too much for the pack to handle. He just needed to get a single bite in, then signal the retreat. They could flee back to mother. She would handle this two-legs.

As these thoughts passed through his mind, the stick in her hands touched him and his mind went blank. Reality fading into a white void and rolling pain as every part of his body contracted until it felt like he was trying to turn himself inside out. The last thing he heard was a strange sound from the two-legs. One he could not understand.

“I told you you’d fry.”

#

As Asher lay on her back, gasping for breath and vision fading around the edges, she could only stare into the sky and smile. She’d pushed up against the limit of what Overcharge allowed with that stunt and her aching body and veins let her know she was paying a price for pushing them past their limits. A blue rectangle floated above her and a grin slowly spread across her face. Success, it had been a success. What she had done was reckless, crazy, and possibly stupid. It had also paid off in spades, as she had expected. Fuck, it had been a success! Catching her breath, she sat up and laughed. As the joyful sound echoed out over the flames and ash, green heads turned in her direction. Baleful slitted eyes glared upward toward her to indicate their displeasure and soon she would have to make another jump. For now, though, she could continue to freely express her pleasure.

The fight had gone better then she could have hoped. She had put out those traps to split up the pack of Certilia, leaving Scarface with only his strongest companions. She hadn’t expected the monster to try to disarm the traps, sending only a handful strong enough to actually withstand her weaker versions of the spells to destroy them. When she had seen her opportunity, the entire group distracted and one of Scarface’s three guards incapacitated, she had Thunderstepped down and released another version of her Electropulse Enchantment that she had placed on her own body. This one had been created to strike any creature between 3 and 10 feet of her with as much power as possible, and she had stuffed a lot of mana into the rune. Only having three targets had increased the power even more, leaving even her surprised by how much damage they did.

The last enchantment rune, the one on her staff, had been slightly less expensive, but even more dangerous. It was the closest version of the spell to her old Shockhand spell, continuously feeding electricity into the target as long as the rune had mana. Because of the higher level of the spell, it was far more dangerous than the component spell had been. She had burned the flesh down to the bone at the point of contact before blasting the body with her remaining Greater Thunderbolt for good measure. Then she had Thunderstepped away before the rest of the pack had recovered enough to charge her.

It had left her almost entirely out of mana, and a powerful migraine was beating her head like a drum, but the second stage had been a success. With her first strike she had thrown them off balance. The second had destroyed their ability to easily recover. Now it was time to punish them, to break any notion of her being prey in their eyes again. She just needed a moment to recover first. In her vision the box still blinked.
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#

The pack was split. Half wanted to pursue the two-legs that had killed he-of-one-eye-and-blackened-scales, while half wanted to retreat. To run back to mother in case this new and unknown threat continued to attack the pack.

He-who-is-largest pushed for the pack to pursue the two-legs. She was prey, and prey must be caught and eaten. Prey did not turn on its predator and live to talk of it. Prey did not kill members of the pack without repercussion. Prey ran and hide and died. The two-legs was so close, up a measly little climb. They could hear her even now making her strange, grating cries.

He-who-has-killed-most urged otherwise. Prey did not do those things, but the two-legs was not prey. Not anymore. The two-legs had grown, though not in size. She had been like a youngling before. Weak. Vulnerable. Easy takings. Now she was not. She had grown her fangs and they must retreat. She cried out in victory because she knew they were no threat.

Without one-eye, there would be no resolution to this. Not without fighting. Largest and killed-most had been rivals since their birth and neither would concede their point without someone stronger to make the decision. They would fight and the pack would be weaker for it. At least that was what the pack expected, until the two-legs appeared above them once more.

She wore a second skin now, one of the same brown, red, and yellow coloration as their own scales. Though it did not cover all of her. The upper part of her top limbs were covered, with long bits hanging down like their wings and lengths hung off to either side like a new pair of tails. In her hands she held the burned stick she had used to kill one-eye and a ball of World’s Energy blazed above it. Even largest realized at that point that killed-most was right, and the pack fled back into the ash.

#

As the pack fled into the grey cloud, Asher managed to pick of a few of the medium sized Certilia with her Branching Thunderbolt. She probably could have waited a bit longer, let them tear each other apart, but she didn’t want to let the pack settle in under a new leader. As long as the two that had been growling and circling each other were both alive, their entire leadership structure would be in chaos. Now it was time to break them.

The pack wasn’t hard to track, though they moved fairly quickly. To her surprise, they were still headed downhill. She had assumed they had a nest or something back in the direction she had first run into them, but that did not seem to be the case. It made her thankful that she had turned on them rather than continuing to run. If she had been headed even deeper into their territory instead of out of it as she had assumed, that could have ended very poorly.

Now, though, she was the predator and the disorganized group was ripe for being picked off. As she’d previously noted, the smaller ones were severely lacking in stamina, and the larger ones were not stopping to carry them as they fled from her. That left the weakest vulnerable, and she took advantage.

Using her lightning, she would kill them with a single blow as she ran. Soon she had eliminated what she believed to be the majority of the scouts the pack had left, which made her feel much more secure in her ability to get away if she needed to. The bigger ones couldn’t move with nearly the same speed, their maintained pace being a small amount slower than her own light jog. Because of this, throughout the chase she was able to occasionally overtake and kill one or two of them at a time.

Individually these creatures no longer possessed a real threat to her, and the Evolution Points she received reflected that. The experience, however, was still impressive. The little ones would give three or so while the larger would provide ten to fifteen depending, though these reduced throughout the afternoon as she leveled. Between her increasing level, the pack tiring, and the shrinking number of enemies she had managed to whittle them down to half their number by the time something changed.

#

It happened as the afternoon began to shift into evening. The ash cloud had begun to lighten in color, like when it indicated a clearing. Instead of only being in a specific direction though, this time the change was uniform throughout the entire area. Additionally, the telltale orange glow of lava flows was everywhere, indicating a greater concentration of that particular danger then she had run into yet. A truly massive amount of the superheated rock must have been present to produce such an effect. At the same time, the remaining Certilia began to hoot.

The sound was more morose, stretching long seconds and warbling in low tones while their hunting cries tended to be short, high-pitched sound. Soon the entire pack was taking up the cry, seeming not to talk to each other but to something else.

“That could be bad Bob. What am I looking at here?”

“An ash cloud mistress.”

“Not what that means! I assume the answer is nothing, but what can you tell me about that cry the Certilia are making?”

There was a slight pause before Bob eventually answered, “Certilia are known for their barks, whistles, and ‘laughs’ mistress. Each of these high-pitched cries are well documented by locals and are commonly taken as a sign to avoid the area. Only particularly young Certilia are known to regularly create deeper sounds, believed to be meant to alert their caregiver without causing the sound to be piercing enough to draw attention.”

“Oh crap…”

#

They were close, so close. So many siblings lost. The pack was ruined, they would have to disperse among the others. Only a single hatchling remained and even largest had been killed when he fell behind. They had made it home though, and that was the important part. The put up the cry and begged mother to help them. No response came, but they knew she would help. She wouldn’t leave them to die.

As the cloud of ash finally cleared, they gazed upon her home. A lake of lava filled the center of the basin, split into smaller ponds by crisscrossing isthmuses of pumice and obsidian. The very center of the lake was impossible to make out, surrounded by a haze of heat that warped and roiled the air. The beach of this massive pool was home to a large number of lava flows, both wide and narrow, that made working one’s way around the outer edge of the lake dangerous and difficult.

As they ran across the black and red rocks, they finally heard it. An answering cry that left one of the closer lava pools rippling. It was deep, far deeper than the sound any of them could make. A rumbling roar that seemed to shake them to their bones. Then the surface of the lave began to bulge, a convex meniscus of blazing earth as something pushed against it from below. Finally, the surface tension snapped and mother was revealed.

She was far larger then even the biggest in their pack, likely standing as tall as the two legs herself and far longer. A fin ran down her back and to the tip of her tail, replacing the club the young Certilia all shared. Her mouth opened and she let out a long hiss at the site of them. Then the two-legs broke through the haze and her attention shifted.

Mother wouldn’t welcome their company, not for long, but she would kill any non-family that trespassed in her territory.

#

Asher didn’t know exactly what she was expecting when she left the cover of the cloud, she just knew she hadn’t expected the largest Certilia she had ever seen crouched and glaring at her. It was larger even then the skeleton she had seen when she first arrived in this universe, a dinosaur from children’s nightmares brought to life.

“Well Bob, I think that means it is time to run again. Think she will chase me?” Asher’s voice was soft and nervous as she did her best to make herself seem as unthreatening as possible to the massive creature.

As the beast chuffed and drew its head back like a tortoise pulling its head into its shell, Bob began to elaborate on the scene in front of her, “Certilia Matriarchs are highly protective of their nests. The eggs require constant care and many other monsters consider them a delicacy. Additionally, smaller members of the species are known to run off with the hatchlings or eggs to create or reinforce their pack.”

“So probably not to-,” Asher was cut off from what she was going to say next when the matriarch shot her head forward and something flew toward her.

It was a squirt of some yellow liquid and as it neared, Asher Thunderstepped to the side. She was glad she had a moment latter when the liquid splattered on the ground and she caught a whiff of the horrific smell it was giving off. As she watched, she saw that some of the mysterious fluid had landed on the small plants decorating the beach. They were rapidly developing black spots wherever the splatter landed, quickly causing entire stems to wither and die.

“Larger members of the species are noted for spitting their poison and occasionally mouthfuls of lava to ward away intruders without leaving their territory or nests undefended,” Bob continued as his mostly monotone voice lightened somewhat.

“Message received. We are getting the fuck out of here Bob.”

“As you say mistress.”

As Asher backed away and returned to the cover of the ash, the matriarch huffed and trudged back into her pool, leaving Asher wide eyed at the realization that these things lived in the lava itself. The remainder of the pack began curling up on the beach, arranged in a loose cluster in case she attempted to return.

Free from pursuers for the first time in weeks, Asher sat down and began to think about what to do next as she reviewed her Status Page.
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Name: Asher Sophia Goche


	
Class: NA, Level 0
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                While membership in the Adventurer’s Guild is not strictly required, membership comes with a large number of perks in exchange for an annual fee. Access to a private market of materials and crafters, cheap lodgings near most Dungeons, reasonably priced training, access to the Adventurer’s Guild Job Board, and the backing of an international organization are all powerful motivators for membership. The true draw, however, is the Adventurer Guild Insurance Policy. This specialty enchantment can track the health of Adventurer Guild members, alerting Guild Workers to deaths and serious injuries. The guild can then mount rescue and recovery operations. – History of a New Age, pg 45


  Over the following day the Warlord felt his frustration growing. A truly impressive accomplishment on the part of the pink nuisance considering Warlord’s nature. He was used to sitting motionless for months or even years, never even noticing the passage of time. The squishy lifeforms were always a problem though. It was so hard to sleep when they insisted on living so loud and fast and bright. They never cared, or perhaps never even realized, just how much of the Deep Power they gave off.

  The stuff poured off them in waves when compared to the deep, slow, and contained rivers of power that animated his lesser kin and himself. It irritated him, forced him from his slumber and left him feeling strange. Like when he woke from a long sleep to find himself covered in dust, leaving a primal need to clear the build up from his surface. Or a sensation not dissimilar to watching cracks appear on his surface, but infinitely more intimate.

  He imagined it must be very similar to whatever instinct caused the small, four-legged creatures that occasionally invaded his domain to use their claws on themselves.

  Those little things were bad enough, but this being was so much worse. It had more power and was so much louder in its actions. Like it had never needed to hide in its life. Everything had to hide sometimes. From greater predators, to set up an ambush, to let down an opponent’s defenses. To be allowed to sleep.

  This creature was an anomaly. It walked like a predator, but had no power to back that image up. It gave off the feel of a challenger and immediately ran away. It was so loud despite being so scared. It had no concept of reality and it was doing everything it could to annoy him.

  He had not stayed awake for an entire day in decades, and this upstart was doing its best to force him to experience that particular pain again. He would crush it for that. Eventually. If only it would sit still.

  No, why would it do that. It had to stick its fleshy face through the door and jump around on a few statues. Always staying just barely out of reach. Simply infuriating. Drastic action would need to be taken.

  Warlord did what he had not done in a long time. He commanded his soldiers to form up. He willingly went to work on changing his domain. He prepared and gleefully awaited the expression the nuisance would have when it came to the door next.

#

  “Well, that’s just unfair…”

  Li had made seven additional attempts to escape from his current predicament and apparently the stone soldiers had decided they were done with his games. When he checked the exit this time, the Warlord’s throne had been dragged about twenty feet in front of the door. A big difference from it’s earlier, more central placement.

  That wasn’t the only change either. Stone soldiers had been lined up on either side of the exit, each of them carrying a large shield clearly meant to pin him in. Behind them, pikemen with long spears stood ready to prevent him from simply leaping over them. The Warlord himself stood in the middle of the clearing, ready to engage as soon as Li left the entrance. It appeared someone had decided they had enough of his scouting.

  Not that it particularly mattered. At this point he was fairly certain that no other entrance would open at the same time as his own. Maybe he was wrong, and they were doing this to prevent him from discovering his one chance at escape. That seemed unlikely though. The Warlord had never seemed to take particular interest in what Li was doing, just in squashing him.

  At any point, there was nothing left for him to do here. With the Warlord guarding the exit and so many soldiers set up and ready for him, entering would be a death sentence. He would need to head back to the pond and make a decision.

#

He was better now. There was no denying that his abilities with his spells were higher and he could bring more of their power to bear. It wasn’t enough though, there simply was too much of a qualitative difference between himself and the Warlord statue. He didn’t have the stamina to avoid the thing for any extended length of time. He didn’t have the power to break through its defenses. He didn’t have the protection to survive its attacks.

He had to level up. It was the only option at this point besides giving up, hoping for rescue, or gambling on a door opening shortly after the dead end’s entrance shut. There was nothing in this passage for him to kill for experience though. If he had taken meditation, he could have used that. It would have been slow and inefficient, but it would have been something.

I have to go into the jungle. There’s nothing else to it. I have no idea what is in there, but I can’t imagine it being more certain to kill me than what I would face in the courtyard. It was an unfortunate truth. He had to take a gamble one way or another. Either face a complete unknown, or take a bad bet. In the morning. I can get one more night of peace. Tomorrow we’ll see what’s hidden out there.

#

The jungle here, deep inside the labyrinth, was subtly different than the jungle where he first appeared. It was slightly less overgrown to start. Where on the outskirts the jungle was a near solid wall of vegetation, unpassable without cutting a path through the underbrush, here there were small trails due to the wildlife. The undergrowth was not quite as dense, something he could likely push out of the way if he really needed to.

The plants also grew far less quickly. They still returned at a noticeable rate if cut, but it would likely take a day or more for the vines he removed to grow back. This was nothing when compared to the hour or less that the untamed jungle outside the labyrinth would take.

Li was personally of the opinion that this jungle was considered a “room” while the outer jungle area was considered a “wall” by the dungeon. Because of this, he theorized that the outer area was fed enough magic to make it near impenetrable. In comparison, this area was only fed enough to let it recover.

At least he hoped that was the case. If the dungeon meant for challengers to enter this particular jungle area, it would mean he had far more of a chance of surviving this decision. If this was another area not meant for entry, he was willing to bet it would be far more dangerous.

Well, no point just sitting here. Let’s get going. Reconciled to this course of action, Li took his first step into the dense plant growth. Despite the sheer amount of life above his head, the area was rather brightly lit. The trees had frond leaves that were apparently quite thin, easily allowing light to penetrate through them. Additionally, the trees refused to touch each other with their crowns, creation outlines around each treetop that allowed an unobstructed view of blue sky.

The jungle teemed with more than just plant life. Shadows would go flying from treetop to treetop and small creatures skittered around in the undergrowth. A large variety of bugs made their presence known as they flew, crawled, and burrowed around him. Various types of birdsong filled his ears and formed a pleasant counterpoint to the screeches of some species of monkey or ape. Under it all, the screaming harmonics of some of the louder insects created a constant white noise. The entire area gave off an impression life and untouched wilderness, like recordings from earth’s rainforests.

It also felt like danger. He constantly felt the itch of attention on himself, like hidden eyes were watching his every move. More than once he quickly spun around, thinking some sound behind him was an ambusher making its move. At more than one point, a mammal of some kind running across the trial he followed into the jungle resulted in him leaping back almost ten feet thanks to a panicked activation of his Reinforcement Armor.

He wasn’t too regretful of his panicked responses and nervousness. In the end they served their purpose when they saved him from being smacked in the head by a rather large rock that come crashing through the branches above his head. Following the path of cracked and broken branches had revealed a primate gazing down at him. The creature’s mouth was stretched into a cruel grin by oversized, tusklike lower canines and large hands had shaken at him in rage.

It hadn’t been alone either, three others quickly making their presence known with loud cries that had seemed disappointed at his continued survival. One had quickly descended to collect another rock, perhaps five times as large as Li’s fist. It had then climbed around halfway up the tree before throwing the rock to one of its companions, who then began making its way into place above Li once more.

That was just fine in Li’s mind. He wouldn’t feel bad killing these things as they had attacked him first, and he actually had a chance given that they weren’t made of solid stone. It was exactly the opportunity he had been looking for. Keeping a close eye on the armed creature, he waited until it bunched itself for a leap to a nearby branch. He then activated the strengthening aspect of his armor, using the additional power to whip a throwing knife at the monkey with superhuman speeds.

The thing definitely wasn’t expecting a counterattack, apparently entirely unused to other creatures in the jungle being capable of attacking from range. As it flew through the air, the danger punched into the creature’s side and knocked it off course. As it scrambled to save itself, desperately flinging out its arms in search of a handhold, Li put everything he could into his Force Manipulation spell.

He dragged the creature down, massively increasing the strength of gravity as it acted on the primate. The monster was too far away for him to manage any fine manipulations, but a simple shove was possible. As it fell, he threw his remaining two daggers into the monster’s chest.

That wasn’t enough to finish the monkey off in the end. It had continued to scream in rage, pain, and fear right up until the moment it crashed into the ground with a sickening crunch. The entire exchange couldn’t have taken longer then thirty seconds, the monkey’s fellows simply watching before howling with rage at their companion’s demise. They beat their chest and began throwing sticks, seeds, and other objects in his direction before eventually swinging deeper into the jungle.

While Li did not regret his actions, he had simply defended himself from monsters that had been trying to kill him, the interaction did weigh on him. The thing had suffered unnecessarily at the end there, an unfortunate consequence of its own resilience. He would have to do better next time. It was better to kill the beasts as fast as possible. For both his own sake and theirs.

In the end the experience from killing the monkey, which was apparently known as a Hurler Monkey, had proven this choice to be the right one. The things were worth ten or so Experience Points and were a good opponent for his abilities. This one had only dropped seven Evolution Points, but that was still a step in the right direction.

Li’s immediate goal was to get the Meditation ability. The purchase would not increase his current combat abilities, but the System had said it was one of the primary ways beings in this reality cultivated Evolution Points. He hoped that meant he would be able to quickly make back the points he had spent and that Meditation would become a solid base for his future growth. The pond seemed like the perfect place for such a skill given the safety and peacefulness of the area.

After he had Meditation, he would reassess his current needs. Who knew how his abilities would evolve between now and then? Maybe he would even just gain enough power from raw stats that breaking through was no longer an issue. It seemed likely that Giant’s Punch would get to that point eventually, assuming at higher levels of power it would provide greater protection to his hand.

All that was for the future though. Right now, his job was simple. He needed to hunt as many of these Hurler Monkeys as he could. He needed to level up as much as he could and continue to grow his skills with his magic. Everything else would come later.

#

Over the next week Li slowly mapped out the jungle that butted up against his lakeside paradise. The area was tiny in the grand scheme of the dungeon, but still easily one or two square miles. If not for the irregular shape of the entire thing, similar almost to a drawing of a three-pointed crown, but with each point wildly twisted and extended, the area would have been far larger. The dense undergrowth and crisscrossing animal tracks also served to make the entire area feel even larger since not straight path through was readily available.

Unfortunately, no other exits from the jungle had revealed themselves. As far as he could determine, the only way in or out was through the part of the jungle that butted up against his pond. Every other border was a solid stone wall that gave no signs of hidden doorways. He could be wrong of course. Finding trap doors was not something he would consider himself highly adept at, but functionally there was no difference between him being unable to find any secret exits and there being no secret exits. He would not be able to simply slip past the Warlord’s Courtyard.

He had discovered throughout the mapping process that the Hurler Monkeys were the only monster of note in the jungle, everything else being smaller creatures that presented little to no danger to him. The Hurler Monkeys themselves varied wildly in the danger they represented, all depending on what objects were available for them to throw (as befit their name).

Most were limited to simple rocks and large sticks like that first group. These were the least dangerous and he could quickly kill one or two then drive the rest off without risk to himself. They were only dangerous if he was taken unaware or if they gathered in too large of numbers. That was a real risk as the Hurler Monkeys seemed to like to expand their troop until it was as dangerous as any other group of their species in the area, and since these were the least well-armed that meant they needed numbers to make up the difference. Over time he learned two tricks that helped him deal with these more simplistic groups.

One of his biggest issues he had with the Hurler Monkeys is that they liked to stay high overhead, just outside of his effective attack range. Even with Reinforcement Armor he could only throw the daggers so hard and they would lose a large amount of power during their flight. Of course, Reinforcement Armor was not his only spell.

As before, he had begun exploring ways to combine and supplement his power. Strengthening a throw with Force Manipulation had proven simple enough. He had even realized that he had been subconsciously doing it already, spending miniscule amounts of mana to shift the flight pattern and ensure as perfect of a throw as possible. With that in mind, he had begun actively enforcing the movement of his hand and arm throughout the throw and increased the force acting on the blade after it left his hand. It took concentration and forced him to drop his guard, but the increase in power was incredible.

Then he had added in the might of Giant’s Punch.

As far as he could tell, Giant’s Punch worked by compounding the effects of momentum. It was why changing your target had negative effects on the output and why hooks were far less effective than jabs when using the spell alone. Compounding momentum could be used for more than just simple punches, though. Especially once he realized that the spell had never required him to form a fist, that had simply been his assumption.

Empowering his throws with Giant’s Punch was not the most efficient use of mana, as only a small portion of the power was actually transferred. Using the spells in combination also still had many drawbacks as it used a large amount of mana and required lots of concentration. That said, it allowed him to strike powerful blows and did not result in injuring himself, so he counted the spell combination as an effective addition to his arsenal.

His second break through had been with his Force Wall spell. It had been a very simple realization in the end, but one that was worth-while. He had realized there was no reason why his walls should be referenced by placement in relationship to static objects. In other words, why couldn’t he make the walls move when he moved? A moving shield would grant him a way to close the distance with the monkeys without having to leave cover or spend excessive amounts of mana making wall after wall. After several days of trial and error, he had managed this feat and received a new System Alert to boot.




	
Congratulations! Through practice and exploration, you have discovered a new Beginner level spell. 





	
Force Shield: Create a small plane of force that pushes anything which attempts to pass through it back with equivalent force. The spell will move in relation or your body.








The spell had its limitations. He could not make it much larger than three feet by two feet and it would drain a tiny amount of his mana every time he moved. That was worth it for a mobile defense though. Between these two advancements in his spells, he had little difficulty in defeating these lesser troops.

#

In comparison to their less dangerous kin, every other group of Hurler Monkeys in the jungle had learned to use the natural resources of the forest to their advantage. Troops in one area were prone to throwing living snakes at their targets, small creatures with a rather potent venom that the primates themselves seemed to be immune to. The venom was not deadly, but it would quickly leave your limbs aching and muscles burning while rivers of sweat poured down your body due to a rather viscous fever. The snakes themselves seemed to prefer the canopy as he very rarely found them on the ground of their own volition.

The advantage to dealing with these troops was that they did not stay quite so high up in the trees, needing their living weapons to survive the throw long enough to at least bite the target. This made them an ideal target for training his skills with Force Manipulation, allowing him to practice controlling his daggers with the spell to fight living targets. Over time he became far more adept at interposing the daggers between himself and thrown serpents, along with attacking the monkeys.

Another area in the forest was home to seed pods that would explode when struck with enough force, sending the incredibly sharp seeds flying at amazing speed. The seeds could shred through flesh if the explosion was close enough, and would often leave the unfortunate victim covered in small injuries like a thousand paper cuts even from a dozen feet away. The seed pods grew far above the ground, at the very top of a species of tree unique to the area. The fall from such heights was usually enough to set off the explosion and would ensure the seeds made it far away from the parent tree.

  Hurler Monkey’s loved these seeds and took extreme delight in throwing them from incredible heights, not overly worried about their accuracy. When facing them Li need to be much more defensive. Force Wall proved perfect for the challenge, being able to deflect and prematurely detonate the small projectiles with minimal drain on his mana. It was still exhausting, but nothing compared to blocks rocks or giant scorpion tails.

  The walls had been perfect as a counter offensive too, allowing him to put up a near invisible barrier in front of a Hurler Monkey as it threw the small bomb with all the power it could manage. The resulting explosion would often knock the bombardier off its perch and give him the perfect opportunity to bring them down. In some instances, proper placement of his force wall would let him take out a number of the troop at once.

  While this wasn’t a new application of his spell, it helped him immensely when it came to effectively using it. Nothing, not even the wonderous powers of the system, could replace experience. That was exactly what these opponents gave him, and the effects made themselves known as he quickly grew in ability with the spell.

  A fourth group of Hurler Monkeys was composed of individuals far more muscular than their rivals. These troops were found in an area full of larger rocks and boulders, but relatively fewer trees. Because of this they tended to leap around on the large rock formations instead of the tree branches and preferred to throw large rocks with both hands.

  Reinforcement Armor and Motion Sense helped him avoid these slow, but much more dangerous, attacks. He relied on simply leaping out of the way of these monkey’s favored weapons, knowing that blocking with Force Wall or trying to grab the rocks out of the air with Force Manipulation was far more draining on his Mana Reserves. Of course, the monkeys had a response of their own to how easily he dodged their attacks.

  They would throw each other at him.

  The first time that had happened had caught him extremely off guard. He had seen it coming with Motion Sense of course, but nothing quite prepared you for an angry primate hurtling through the air toward your face. The sheer shock value had taken him off guard just long enough for it to close the majority of the distance. Right before impact he had managed to role out of the way, just dodging the monkey’s grasping hands.

Avoiding being grabbed by the monsters was an absolute must. The things had highly developed muscles in their upper body, and normal earth monkeys were already incredibly strong. Their hands were easily two or three times as large as what you would expect on the creatures and could likely crush his bones into dust.

With that in mind, he had defeated the creature with hit and run tactics, using his armor to pop in and out of range with swift movements and Giant’s Punch to break bones every time he came in for an attack. The style had been incredibly rough, and more then once he was almost grabbed and brought into a grapple by the physically imposing creature, but he had won in the end.

Future fights with those troops had helped him refine the style. Helped him relate feelings from his Motion Sense and predictions from his Perfect Force Understanding into anticipation of what his opponents would do. They were the perfect opponent to practice close-range fighting against and allowed him to quickly develop a style of combat all his own.

It was still rough, but he had slowly developed a style focused on staying just out of range of his opponents. Using Force Manipulation and his daggers for harrying attacks to slowly wear his opponent down, only to quickly close the distance and strike with a powerful blow when the constant harassment created an opening. A style heavily influenced Mohammad Ali’s famous saying, “Float like a butterfly, sting like a bee.”

Over time, he began to incorporate his Force Manipulation and Force Wall in other ways. He began shoving his opponents off balance or directly opposing their actions with Force Manipulation. He threw up small walls to trip opponents or entangle their arms. After experimenting, he even using the force walls to provide himself with new sources of leverage.

There were other troops of course. One’s that threw sharp stakes like spears. Ones that would work in unison to carry one incredibly large stone up into the canopy, only to drop it down on the heads of potential prey. Ones that liked to create rockslides in the less forested areas. Each presented a unique challenge and helped him to refine himself. Each helped him to improve with his Motion Sense and Perfect Force Understanding, making his vision more and more clear. Each offered him Experience and Evolution points. Each brought him one step closer to his goal.

#

Within a week, long before he was finished with his personal crusade against the Hurler Monkeys, he had collected enough Evolution Points to finally purchase the Meditation ability. That had turned out to be an even better purchase then he had anticipated, as utilizing the skill in his rest area had resulted in an alert from the system that he was Meditating in a “Wild Mana rich environment” and that “Evolution Point Production [was] increased by one point five times”. Thanks to that, by spending at least four hours a day meditating he had been able to gain around four additional Evolution Points a day while also recuperating.

Four did not seem like that many, but it quickly became one of his primary sources of Evolution Point income as he leveled and the monkeys became worth fewer and fewer evolution points. It also equated to at least one powerful ability a month, a not inconsequential growth rate. It might not help him now, but it would mean a lot in the long run.

Meditation also meant he was virtually incapable of starvation or dehydration regardless of where he went, as three points would grant him the bare minimum required sustenance for survival. That was a good feeling, knowing he could survive at least. It was something his old world could never promise, a solution to global hunger and access to clean water.

Of course, he didn’t need to worry about that in his current circumstances. Instead, every point went into his savings, allowing him to slowly but surely build back up to one hundred evolution points. He still didn’t know exactly what ability he would purchase, but he would figure that out.

#

By the end of his third week in his idealistic prison, Li had made some real progress. He had made it to Level Seven and had saved one hundred and three Evolution Points beyond those he had spent increasing his number of throwing knives to ten, buying a bandolier with sheathes for the knives, and getting a simple set of leather armor. According to the system, in addition to his twelve normal points each level was awarding him an additional point in Dexterity and an additional point in Perception. That still left him with seventy-two stat points to distribute. It was time to cash in on his advancements.

“Show me the purchase menu, System.”

“As you wish.”

Pausing to ensure he was reading the menu correctly, Li took a moment before calling out to the mysterious voice, “Is this right, System?”

“Yes, by exploring the inherent strengths and potential of your element you have discovered a new aspect of your spells.”

Returning his eyes to the glowing blue screen, he re-read the newest option.
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Evolution Points: 103





	





	
Enhanced Mind (Basic) – cost 50 EP





	
Enhanced Physique (Basic) – cost 50 EP





	
Extended Senses (Basic) – cost 50 EP





	
Meditate (Basic) – cost 100 EP





	





	
Armor Spell (Common) – cost 50 EP





	
Aura Spell (Common) – cost 100 EP





	
Bolt Spell (Common) – cost 100 EP





	
Enhancement Spell (Common) – cost 50 EP





	





	
Debilitation Spell (Uncommon) – Cost 100 EP









It was a hard choice. He was going to go with an Enhanced Physique spell, hoping to protect himself from the negative effects of his powerful combination strike of Giant’s Punch, Reinforcement Armor, and Force Manipulation. This might be better though. A Debilitation Spell might be just what he needed. It was a gamble, and he didn’t like putting everything on a role of the dice, but this was too good of an opportunity to simply ignore.

“System, spend one hundred points on a Debilitation Spell.”

As soon as he finished speaking, he felt it once again. The injection of previously unknown knowledge into his brain and the feeling of new abilities awakening within him. There was no real comparison to anything from his old life. His best attempt would be that the experience was like compressing a college class into a single moment and having it burned into your mind in a similar fashion to embarrassing memories from your childhood.




	
Your Uncommon Debilitation Spell has been attuned to your Mana and evolved due to your need for a weapon to break through the most solid defenses. Congratulations! You have unlocked the spell Potential Energy Well – Beginner. This spell is a Rune Spell. To place the Rune, you must make contact with a target. This rune has two modes: Charge and Release. While in Charge Mode, all forces beyond a base minimum that the target is exposed to are stored as potential energy. In Release Mode, this energy is immediately released as a single strike to the target at the location of the rune. This Rune can be set to last anywhere between thirty seconds and five minutes, but this can not be changed after placing the Rune. One Rune may be placed at a time. 









In his mind, he could see the shape of the rune that would be produced. It looked similar to a simplified drawing of an anker, a cross with a circle on the top and an arc on the bottom, repeated rotationally around the small circle four times. The outer arcs, if they had been connected, would have created a complete circle. He also knew that after placement the rune would release a blue white glow for the entirety of its existence, dimming in strength as the rune approached the end of its life.

This was exactly what he needed, a way to translate his weak strikes into something actually effective. He would need to test the spell of course. Make sure he was comfortable with it and could effectively use it. He also wanted to use the time to gain a few more evolution points.

During his downtime over the last few weeks, he had explored the shop in greater detail, discovering what was available for purchase. Within he had discovered something that he felt was the perfect item to help him win this confrontation. He only needed fifty-three evolution points. Then it would be time to take the fight to the Warlord.

#

Warlord could feel it. Something had changed and the itch was back. Perhaps the little rat was done hiding in its den and was ready to come out. Perhaps he would finally be allowed to squash this pest.

It hadn’t been long. Barely enough time to call his sleep a short nap. Maybe a month based on the small amount of dust and grime covering his surface. No matter, he would need to clean himself soon anyway. He couldn’t go to sleep covered in blood or he would attract all sorts of annoyances.

The door was not open yet. Wouldn’t be open for a few hours still. What was the fleshy nuisance planning? Would it be trying to escape his encirclement again?

There was no way it would fight. It was far too cowardly for that, despite what it said with its Deep Power. It would try to flee again.

But his defenses against that were perfect. Weren’t they?

Perhaps he should call them out.

They were always a nuisance. So hard to return them to fighting shape afterward.

  He would need to be awake for days afterward. Shaping stone and refilling their reserves of Deep Power. The Home would help of course, but most of the actual work would fall on himself.

  It would probably be worth it though. This creature had not simply given up and stayed deep in its hole like so many others. It would keep coming back.

  And if it did manage to get on top of his shield bearers while avoiding his pikemen, they would be invaluable.

  Yes, perhaps he would call them out.

#

Li had meant to meditate before this. He needed to be calmed, refreshed, and energized to manage that. Meditation always helped with those. Like waking up after the perfect amount of sleep, full of mana and muscles rested.

It’s strange. Meditation definitely does more then just provide Evolution Points. There is more to it. Since I started Meditating daily, I’ve been getting the best sleep of my life. My muscles feel less sore even with all the working out I’m doing fighting through the jungle, the headaches from casting spells disappear quickly, and my mana regenerates faster. This skill is definitely essential for this world.

He was distracting himself from the huge stone doors. He knew it. This was going to be the moment. He was either going to escape or die when they opened.

The idea of dying wasn’t a stranger. He’d lived with it for almost two years. But then he’d been given a second chance. He didn’t want to lose that and he was surprised how much the idea of perishing now rattled him. Still, he had had practice setting such fears aside and he would do so now. What’s so scary about dying? I’ve already tried that.

Besides, he was going to win. He knew that. He knew that. He’d worked to hard for there to be any other outcome. He’d even managed to raise his rather pitiful strength and Endurance with all the fighting these last weeks. Very little in the strength department to be honest, but that was fine.

 His seventy-two points from leveling up had been divided between Acuity to help him manage his combination strikes, Wisdom to help him regenerate mana as quicky as possible, Intelligence to empower his spells, Perception to make the most of his enhancements, and even more Endurance to keep himself going. He had debated how to split his points between Intelligence and Wisdom, but in the end most of his Mana Expenditure was small expenses paid continuously, such as empowering his Reinforcement Armor, using his enhanced awareness, and keeping his knives in the air. He had decided that in the end zeroing out the cost for keeping all his base abilities going would give him the greatest advantage.

Now it was time to see if that was the right decision.

The great stone doors were lowering into the floor as the Labyrinth opened the way back into the courtyard, slowly revealing the sight of the Warlord. He stood in front of his thrown with arms crossed, swords sheathed on either side.

The same row of soldiers with heavy spears, supported with a row of soldiers with heavy spears, formed a solid wall around the entrance. The same waves of tiles rolled through the cleared space between him and the king of this courtyard. The same glowing runes covered his swords and the same throne stood behind him. Nothing had changed besides Li. Guess I will have to see if that is enough.
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        Chapter 13: Apex Predator

    
    
    
    
                Individuals who take Adventurer style jobs without being connected to the guild are colloquially known as Tomb Raiders in many areas, though their name can vary wildly. This name came from their willingness to deal with more legal and moral grey area and their general disinterest in anything unlikely to make them more money. Adventurers have another name for them. Gamblers.   – History of a New Age, pg 49


Elijah had made significant progress in fighting Ghoul Raptors, Ghoul Fox, and Ghoul Boars. While still dangerous opponents that required him to pay attention while fighting, they were no longer an opponent that required everything he had to defeat. Unfortunately, this wasn’t entirely due to an increase in his own personal power.

He had grown quickly when dealing with the lesser beasts of the forest, swiftly identifying weaknesses in his combat style and improving his usage of his spells. That had slowed significantly. Now most of his improvements came from recognizing the patterns these monsters followed instead of deficiencies in his own actions.

He could easily identify when a Ghoul Boar was about to charge by the tilt of its head. When a Ghoul Fox was about to cast a spell by the way in held itself. When a Ghoul Raptor was planning to charge by how it placed its desiccated wings. He had fought so many of them, but they simply could not provide the challenge he needed to improve his combat style anymore. He knew them as opponents far too well.

He couldn’t simply move on to Ghoul Deer and Ghoul Badgers either. They would tear him apart. Each of these creatures were strong enough to contend with a Ghoul Boars charge, fast enough to avoid a Ghoul Raptors strikes, and had magical abilities at least on par with a Ghoul Fox. They were, in effect, the greatest danger in The Forest of the Final Sleep. The as yet unseen apex predators might be more powerful, but they were far less numerous than these lesser kin. Even the Ghoul Badgers, which were far more solitary in nature then the Deer, had been sighted by him on two dozen or so occasions, while these other creatures had yet to be seen alive.

His guess was that their sheer size necessitated a far smaller population. The Badgers were perhaps three feet tall, seven feet long not counting their tail and bulky. Probably wider than they were tall. The deer were maybe as long and a half a foot taller, but far less compact than the badgers. While the deer were maybe one hundred pounds, the badgers were likely closer to one hundred and fifty pounds.

By comparison, as far as he could tell the smallest of the apex predators were the pack creatures that he believed to be wolves. Those were at least twice as large as the Ghoul Deer based on that skeleton from the river. Who knew how large the bear was? Big was the best he could do. The forest simply could not support many things that size.

With all that in mind, if Elijah could improve to the point where the Badgers and Deer were not a threat he should be fairly safe. At least in this part of the dungeon. That level of strength felt like the bare minimum amount of power he would need to safely advance deeper into the forest too.

If he couldn’t survive these comparatively numerous predators, relying on simply hiding away until daylight to escape them, what would he do when he made it to winter? His progress would be incredibly slow. He would need to create more secure hiding places as those threats were given more and more time to track him down.

If he was slowed down, would he still be able to survive? Would he be able to move around, hunting the creatures he was capable of handling?  He would need to. Killing the lesser monsters would be the only way to secure the Evolution Points he needed to survive when fruit and meat was no longer available. On top of that, if entering winter quickly trapped him in place was there even a point to pushing further into the dungeon?

No, he needed to be strong enough that only extraordinary dangers would force him to flee. He needed to reach that next tier of danger and what he was doing wasn’t working. His first thought was to start limiting himself in his fights. Only allowing him to use certain spells, or only so many spells. Fighting without his most powerful weapon, his Blood Roil Aura. The question was, would that be enough? He would have to see.

#

Fighting without Blood Roil Aura was far more difficult than he had anticipated. He knew the spell was strong. A cornerstone to his entire fighting style. He still had underestimated his reliance on it. Thanks to Blood Roil Aura he only had to survive and stay close. If he did, the spell put his opponents on a deadline. A hard limit on how long they had to beat him before they were simply incapable of continuing. He didn’t realize just how much he leaned on his opponents’ slowly reducing abilities to overcome them.

This was especially true of the Ghoul Raptors and Boars since they fought at close range. He knew he couldn’t compete with the Boars in strength, but he thought he had been their equal in endurance. Their equal if not their superiors in reaction speed and agility. That illusion was quickly shattered. Without the debilitating effects of his aura, they could keep charging far longer. Even when they did eventually decide charges were a waste of energy, their goring flicks of their heads and swipes with their claws were far more coordinated than he was used to.      

Thankfully, his blood drinker armor meant he could still fight in his most comfortable style. Slowly debilitating his opponent as his armor drank away their blood increased his damage and improved his defense as the fight went on. It was just a lot slower. That meant there was less room for error and he had to be more conscientious of every move he made.

It was exactly what he needed. Combat that would punish him for sloppy actions or bad assumptions. A change that forced him to pay attention to his opposition again. It also forced him to attack his opponent while they were still at full strength, as his armor wouldn’t really begin to work until they were already injured.

Of course, fighting without the Blood Roil Aura was not his only training method. He cycled through any and all restrictions he could think of, forcing himself to grow rather than simply adapt to these common opponents. A constantly shifting handicap to keep himself off balance and fighting in unfamiliar ways. Once he even limited himself to a ten-foot radius circle, forcing himself to stand and confront his foes rather than dance around them while hiding behind cover.

That had been risky, but the growth had been worth it. The system didn’t take his self-imposed handicaps into account, so he did not receive more Evolution Points. The monsters themselves were not any stronger, so he received the same number of Experience Points too. He did, however, see independent growth in his stats to complement the refinement of his fighting style. His perception and Strength both increased by two points as he worked his muscles and learned to pay better attention to his opponents tells. His Dexterity increased by double that, which he assumed was due to the sheer amount of dodging he was forced into.

#

Over the following nights he couldn’t help but be proud of himself. His situation was steadily improving and he was finally beginning to have real hope for his chances of surviving this forest. His weeks of hunting and growing had allowed him to set up a comfortable little encampment, complete with a small, rough treehouse to sleep safely in at night. He had set up traps and found the best fruit trees. Identified local streams with clean, clear water. He had even built a small cook site some ways from his encampment.

The deer, which were apparently much smarter than he gave them credit for, put an end to that.

It had started while he was fighting a Raptor. He had been waiting for it to break off from its companion for most of an hour and had jumped upon the opportunity mere minutes after the monsters had separated. From there the fight had been fairly normal. He had imposed a handicap on himself – only allowing himself to use his Blood Blade five times in the fight – and had a plan to slowly whittle the monster down.

He had started by dancing around it while allowing the Blood Roil Aura to do its job for a short amount of time. In addition, he had baited the thing into several bad charges that had resulted in the creature tripping or smashing in to various trees, shrubs, and holes in the vicinity. These had done nothing to hurt the monstrous bird, but had slowly driven it into a rage. When the thing had wound up for a full-strength charge with fury in its eyes, Elijah had used Blood Roil Burst to knock it off balance.

Taking advantage of the opening, he had used his first cast of Blood Blade to drive his sword into the creature’s side and open a deep gash from wing to hip. It was a powerful strike on its own, and his armor quickly compounded the damage as it went to work on weakening the thing even further. It had been a better strike than Elijah had hoped for and he was growing excited anticipating the coming victory.

Then large, sharp horns forced their way through the Ghoul Raptor from the other side. A Ghoul Deer, drops of foaming spittle dripping from a mouth crammed full of misaligned fangs, revealed itself as it lifted the impaled bird above its head. The thing snarled at him in a way that seemed almost possessive.

Like it was saying “My prey. My territory. Mine.”

Then, with a disdainful flick of its horned head, it dropped the dead raptor to the ground beside itself and let out a bellowing sound. It was as though someone had taken a recording of a sheep’s bleat, dropped the pitch as far as they could, and played it on high volume in an echo chamber. The force of the cry sent spittle and drool flying at Elijah’s face, covering him with a disgusting slime that smelled of rotten flesh and decaying compost.

The cry had also alerted the rest of its herd and he had quickly seen their shapes dashing around the surrounding forest. The toxic glow of their green eyes and the panting of deep breaths forced through their agape mouths created an atmosphere of approaching doom that quickly swallowed any will he had to fight back. His urge to run only grew as the beast in front of him lowered its head and pawed the ground, preparing to charge. He had no choice; he dove behind a tree and desperately began putting distance between himself and the ravenous creatures.

#

The chaotic pursuit that had followed had shaven years off his life with pure stress. His spells could do nothing to help him escape, focused as they were on defense and area control. He had been relying on pure physical abilities, the healing effect from armor (both the spell and the actual gear), and successfully utilizing the terrain to prevent any of the herd from having an easy charge at him.

The flight had nearly forced him deeper into the forest. The Deer had almost seemed to be herding him in that direction. Unsure if that was because they had a trap set up for him, if they knew that way was certain death for him, or if that had simply been the easiest direction to herd him, he had been forced to make a decision. In the end Elijah had decided that there was far more potential danger to doing what they wanted then attempting to break out. He had decided to remain in the Fall zone of the forest and run while keeping the cold spot drawing him toward the center of the forest at his side.

They had broken off their pursuit at what he assumed to be the edge of their territory, after maybe thirty minutes of pursuit. It had seemed they were less interested in killing him and more annoyed that he had been killing the prey in their area. His guess was that they had simply been defending what was theirs from what they saw as an outside predator muscling in on their territory.

The scuffle had left him bruised, battered, cut, and gored through one arm. His leather armor was practically rags and he had been forced to leave most of his stuff behind at his campsite. Thankfully he had thought of a solution for that. During his run he had taken slices out of the trees with his Blood Blade – a spell that had unfortunate amounts of fuel from his own body to sustain it throughout the escape. Between the draw of the center of the forest and the slash marks, he should be able to find his way back to a familiar area during the day.

For now, he was exhausted, injured, and in a bad mood. He was going to climb a tree, sleep as best he could, and rethink his strategy while he went to collect his things in the morning. It would be a cold, uncomfortable night and he was sure he was going to wake up stiff and grouchy. One more reason to keep improving. He didn’t want to get muscled out of an area as soon as he had made it reasonably comfortable.

#

When he woke in the morning, he could only pinch his nose at the message that awaited him. Apparently, his work tracking and killing the Raptor had been for basically nothing. He had only received about a third of the experience from the fight. When he had questioned the voice about it, he had received a rather lengthy explanation about the metaphysics behind the splitting of the soul. He had eventually been able to get an idea of what the voice was trying to say and it boiled down to this: when multiple people were responsible for killing a creature, they had to split the rewards. Including the soul bits that could be cannibalized to strengthen your own soul. Unfortunately, splitting those soul bits resulted in waste and reduced the amount received even more.

Generally, the harder you worked the larger the percentage of Experience you would receive. The why of this was rather complicated, but as far as he could tell one’s soul was rather similar to a muscle. Experiencing mental exhaustion or strong emotions would stress it and create tiny amounts of damage all over, similar to when you worked out. The more damage your soul accumulated the more “hungry” it was for resources to increase the speed at which it could repair itself. The more it wanted the resources, the more it would hog what was left behind after killing an opponent.

It was infuriating that the deer simply flying in at the last minute with one powerful spell had apparently stressed the things soul enough to compare with his almost hour-long hunt, but more moderated use of magic. Because of that, the monster had forced a near even split of the experience. Not to mention the waste that was lost simply because they both had a hand in killing the thing! According to the voice it wasn’t normally that extreme, but because they were enemies their souls had fought each other almost as much as they had fought to claim the leftover pieces of the Raptors soul. Hyperinflating the loss from the split about as far as it would go. Overall, the monster had managed to make itself quite the pest.

Then he noticed something that changed his mind about his annoyance with the Ghoul Deer. At the base of the tree he had slept, impossible to see in the darkness of night, was the remains of a cook fire. A ring of stones around a pile of charcoal and ash. Somebody else had been here, and at least semi recently. There were people somewhere around here.

He still needed to collect his things of course. Showing up and immediately needing to beg supplies off of these fellow victims of the forest’s horrors would hardly put them in the best mood. The knowledge was still enough to give him a spring in his step and make the walk back into the Ghoul Deer territory far more tolerable.

That wasn’t to say he was thrilled when he reached his camp and found a number of perfectly normal deer though. They were about the same size as the Ghoul Deer and had given him quite a scare when he had first returned. Thankfully closer examination had revealed that, like he initially suspected, they were almost no different than the mule deer he had seen growing up. Mid-sized herbivores that were quick to scatter when they noticed his own presence.

The Ghoul Deer had obviously known where he holed up to sleep. They had scraped the base of his tree bare of bark, carved deep gouges that scarred the surround earth, and uprooted small plants in the vicinity. He even saw evidence of the creatures gnawing on the roots below the tree. Anything they could reach with their horns, fangs, or claws was torn apart.

Thankfully, that didn’t amount to much. A rope ladder and spare set of clothes that had been hanging to dry. His pile of firewood. The bottom of the platform he had built in the tree was scratched up, but not really damaged. Not that it would have mattered if it was. He had gotten the message and was leaving. Perhaps the only real loss was a nice pot he had purchased to make stew with, which had been trampled into a useless lump of scrap metal.

Packing up the closest thing to a home that Elijah had created since dying in his old life, he couldn’t help a small pang of regret. Triss probably would have loved it, all the high places and the nest of blankets. Hopefully Jason was taking good care of her. Jason would have hated it out here. In the summer he hated bugs and loathed not having AC. During the winter he had a personal grudge against snow and ice. Apparently growing up he had been talked into plowing drive ways for a first job by his dad, who had really been pushing it to help out the number of elderly couples living in their neighborhood. That hadn’t lasted so long since about a week in he slipped on some ice and broke an arm….

Reminiscing was painful. He couldn’t go back to that life and who knew when this “conversion” to his world would occur. It was best to acknowledge his old life was over. It was just so hard to remember that. Finished with his packing, he shook himself off and prepared to head back out into the forest.

#

Tracking the people who had come through the forest before him proved far more difficult than he hoped. It was bad enough he had no real training in tracking, but the forest itself seemed dedicated to confounding him. These people had headed slightly deeper into the woods, into late fall. That wouldn’t have been a problem, he’d made occasional trips into the late fall zone and it wasn’t particularly dangerous, but when you made it to that section the forest floor was covered in a layer of fallen leaves. Elijah had never realized just how quickly that layer would reform and cover any signs of passage.

He could still make out the occasional sign. A campfire here. A cleared path throught he underbrush there. It wasn’t going to be enough though. It simply took him too long to track these signs down and he fell further behind every hour. The only thing he could determine for sure was that this group, if it was just one group that had left all these signs, had not just headed straight toward the center of the forest. They weren’t reckless or capable enough for that it seemed.

Instead, they were slowly zigzagging their way closer. He assumed it was some sort of attempt to adjust to the forest and better understand the threat they were under. Then again, maybe they knew something he didn’t. He doubted there were traps in this forest, but he couldn’t just ignore that possibility. The other option is that there was some kind of treasure that could be found and they had created a route to allow them to collect as many of these treasures as possible.

#

The only plus side to taking so long to find these unknown people was that it gave him time to think. Why would they help him? He was an unknown individual with no connections and no money. He was all risk with zero potential benefits. So, what could he do to make himself worthwhile?

His first thought was that he needed to show he wouldn’t slow them down. That he could keep up with them in combat. That wouldn’t give them a reason to keep him around, but it would decrease the risk in taking him in. With that in mind, he decided to continue his current training as he tried to find a way to prove his value to this unknown group.

#

When the time eventually came for him to face a Ghoul Badger, Elijah was terrified. The creatures were his superior in physical and magical strength, easily capable of killing him if he let his guard down. His only hope was to properly prepare for the confrontation and hope he could defeat his chosen prey. During the day he had found signs of its presence, marks that had been…unpleasant but obvious.

Like many Mustelids back on Earth, the Ghoul Badger had a very distinct smell. It was what Elijah had long used to avoid them at night. The smell was pungent, heavy with the scent of decay and rot. The smell was nearly enough to cause him to puke, and reminded him unpleasantly of the time a mouse had died in his bedroom wall. Magnified a few hundred times. The entire territory would smell faintly of this awful stench, but that wasn’t the only give away.

The badgers would dig pits and fill them with offal and waste like some kind of totem. It was a particularly unpleasant habit because the fallen leaves would often fill these pits, making them nearly unnoticeable. Despite his lacking abilities, Elijah was quick to learn the signs of that particular issue after the first time he stepped into a Ghoul Badgers pit. It was an intensely unpleasant experience, but it was also a danger when fighting in their territory. One could far too easily twist an ankle when taking an unexpected plunge into the holes.

Just to be sure, he had hidden in one of the trees in the territory and kept an eye out for the creature. He wanted to know what, exactly, he was dealing with. The monster that had appeared was on the smaller side for its kind. Maybe closer two and a half feet tall than three and lean. Streaks of grey filled what remained of its tattered and mangey fur, leaving the thing looking old and rumpled. Its left eye was missing, leaving nothing but a grey-pink bit filled with black, gelatinous blood and yellow fluids.

Besides the mouth, which was full of three rows of jagged teeth not quite as oversized as a number of the other ghoul species (allowing them to close their mouths in a wide, shark toothed grin), the things had a number of other natural defenses. As if to make up for the smaller fangs, the Ghoul Badgers had massively oversized claws on their front paws. Each one was so large it was almost as if the toe grew from the claw rather than the other way around, resulting in an almost gauntlet like structure surrounding the creatures’ feet.

Plates of spiked bones covered the monsters head, spine, and upper limbs in living armor. The bone was unnaturally tough, easily capable of surviving slashes from the Raptors and goring from the Boars. It would likely even stand up to multiple strikes from his Blood Blade. A small cloud of purple and black followed the creature, releasing from under these armored plates, and the thing could use it to perform various types of magic.

Beams of deadly energy similar to the Rats and Foxes, an enhancement to their claws that left them glowing a deep purple and let them cut through things as easily as his own Blood Blade, and a spell that would thicken the cloud so that the beast itself was practically impossible to see. The last one might have been the most dangerous. It resulted in everything caught within the cloud rapidly withering and dying, leaving behind husks drained of life. The only plus side was that the spell seemed to consume almost all of the creatures’ mana, leaving it nothing but its physical advantages for long minutes after the spell wore off.

The fight had been tough, a slug match as the thing attacked with fury and bloodlust. Entirely relying on its armor to keep it alive while conducting a vicious onslaught with its claws. Without his armor and a willingness to continuously retreat, Elijah would have been quickly disemboweled by the enraged monstrosity. In the end though, Elijah was no mindless beast. With careful strikes he had cut into vulnerable areas on the monster, swiftly reducing its mobility as he slashed apart tendons and muscles.

When the cloud had gone up, he had dashed away. Between the debilitating strikes with his sword, the accumulating effects of his Blood Roil aura (rapidly stacked with liberal usage of Blood Roil Burst), and the monsters own fighting style that quickly left it exhausted the beast had been unable to move after utilizing its trump card. A trump card that failed to drive Elijah away like it would many other creatures out of instinctual fear. The fight had been with a weak and vulnerable Ghoul Badger, but it had pushed Elijah and granted him the next step in his growth. It had helped him put one step in their realm of strength and begin the next stage of his hunt.

#

A week or so later Elijah had been riding the high of being able to compete with the Ghoul Deer and Ghoul Badgers on his own. He had personally been of the opinion that he had finally reached a point where he would not be a liability for this other group in the forest. His personal strength had grown to the point where in the vast majority of cases he would be able to take care of himself and therefore he only needed to prove some modicum of worth to potentially get their help with leaving this forest. Maybe he could cook for them. Jason had always said he should have gone to culinary school.

At least, that had been his opinion until he ran into the latest sign of this other intelligent being’s passage through the forest. In one of the rare clearings in the forest, a horrific battle field had ripped the area to pieces. Like someone with a personal vendetta had gone in with the intention to destroy every square inch of the place. The ground had suffered deep gouges, been cratered in various areas, and scorched down to the earth. What plants had been in the area looked like they had been ripped up, fed through a woodchipper, and then fired into the air like confetti. Most horrifying of all was a mound of cracked, broken, and gnawed bones. A skull the size of his torso. Claws that could have pierced through his chest with room to spare. Canines the size of his forearm.

The thing was so large it was almost impossible for Elijah to reconcile with a living creature. Well, if you can call the ghouls alive. Still though, this is insane. And someone managed to kill this thing. How? I bet when it was alive this monster could have cracked open armor like I break open a peanut shell.

So much for believing he could keep up with this party. No way he could take one of these things down.

For now, he intended to follow the rather obvious trail of the massive Ghoul Bear back to its layer. That should be as safe as any other option with most of the inhabitants of the forest still scared to enter the area. At least theoretically. He also hoped that might be where this group had headed. After all, they must have hunted this thing for a reason. Unless it was so little threat that it represented easy experience. Now that was a terrifying thought.

#

Following that trail was quickly proving to be one of the biggest mistakes Elijah had ever made. For starters, it took him through not one, not two, but three Ghoul Badger territories. He had only had to fight two, finding the third’s bones scattered across the forest floor, but two was exhausting enough. Then there was the fact he had to spend several hours dealing with the stench and territorial hazards of the pungent monsters.

Just that would have been enough to make the night stressful and unpleasant, but then he had been forced to cut through the territory of a rather large pack of the Ghoul Deer. While not as individually threatening as a Ghoul Badger, they rarely appeared in groups smaller than four. This group was obviously used to the far more dangerous conditions of living in a gigantic monstrous bear’s territory and liked to group up even more. He had been forced to flee, and thankfully the pack had quickly abandoned their chase of him as he followed the trail of smashed and torn plants further into the apex predator’s territory.

All of this had culminated with him discovering that the Ghoul Bear’s territory was not, apparently, unoccupied. Apparently, the thing had had a mate or child or something! It had been easy enough to realize something was still in the area, with the atmosphere around the cave the tracks had led back to. Deep breaths like powerful bellows had left echoing snorts of wind blasting a purple and silver cloud of magic out of the entrance while an almost physical aura of threat and danger pushed down on the surrounding. Trees for a hundred feet from the entrance were snapped in half, cut into toothpicks, or bodily ripped from the ground. A number of them extremely recently, as if in some sort of fit of rage.

Perhaps most terrifying, he had seen the shadow of the creature inside the cave moving around. It was every bit as big as the skeleton in the clearing implied. Large arms and massive paws equipped with claws at least as large as his sword. A quadrupedal form that was six feet tall at the shoulder if it was an inch. A powerful mouth, large even for the beast’s massive frame. A pair of large spikes protruding from its shoulders, perfect for a goring charge. Small horns forming a crown of twisted bone upon its brow. Cloaked in that silver and purple cloud of deadly power. This thing was certainly a king of The Forest of the Final Sleep.

His first instinct had been to run. It was the smart thing to do. It was the safe thing to do. It was the move that would have kept him alive. There was nothing he could do to kill this thing. Yet a part of him refused to take a step back. He was a person who liked to be prepared. To know what his opponent was capable of. To have a plan and be entirely assured of his victory. He couldn’t do that this time.

If he stepped back now it felt like an acknowledgement that he would always back down when the situation called for a gamble.

He wasn’t entirely foolish. He would spend some more time observing. Try to come up with a plan. He couldn’t just step back from this challenge though. He would beat this thing and prove to himself he was ready to continue forward.

#

Over the next hour he watched. He planned. He noted weaknesses he could exploit and particularly dangerous things to look out for. Most of it was guesswork considering nothing was foolish enough to approach the den and get in a fight with the beast, but he got a better idea of what it looked like and how it moved.

The thing, like the Rats, Raptors, and Badgers before it, was extremely front heavy. Its frame was more like a gorilla then a bear and the rear legs were extremely under muscled. Like a bear from Earth, it was capable of balancing on those back paws for a more Bipedal stance while attacking. He doubted it would be capable of moving while doing that and was likely rather unstable in general.

The unbalanced frame of its body made it slow and rather uncoordinated as well. It likely relied on hitting with so much power that it only had to actually hit once, and would be incapable of any kind of furious assault like the Badgers preferred. When it charged him, he would need to be careful. If he timed it right though, he could likely dive out of the way. He would want to attack from the rear anyway, as large bone plates protected much of its front from assault.

It was dangerous, but the thing had clear weaknesses. It would have a hard time hitting him, but a single blow would likely mean his end. He would need to stay outside of range and wear it down slowly. And he couldn’t just rely on a fair one on one battle. He would need to prepare the field first. Make plans to slow it down and provide cover for himself. Good thing I’ve stored most of my Evolution Points.

He would need to prepare himself as well of course. Spend what stat points he hadn’t already. Make a purchase or two.

He could be ready in two hours.

#

He was as good as his word. Two hours later he had finished his preparations and began working his way toward the cave. Before he even began his approach, he had activated his armor, blade, and aura spells. He had once again upgraded his armor, which now featured a breastplate of solid metal and a new enchantment. A simple reinforcement spell to increase the defensive properties of the metal, but still a marked improvement.

Like he had expected, it didn’t take long for the caves now sole resident to notice his approach. With a roar that seemed to rattle his very bones, the beast lumbered its way outside and glared at him with eyes that were a near pure black. The only exception was a small ember of purple and silver flame that served as a pupil.

The thing took barely one look at him and charged, intent on destroying him in a single swoop. It swiftly entered the range of his aura, which meant the clock had officially begun. It would take quite a while to have an effect though since he had upped the range by a large amount. He didn’t want to get anywhere close to the enraged Ghoul Bear and would take the slower stacking of the buff if it meant better safety for himself.

Soon he was forced to dive to the side, avoiding the things charge as it careened into the forest beyond him. Instead of running from it, he pursued and ensured the beast didn’t have a chance to leave the range of his aura. It also gave him a chance to move the fight into the forest, where he could use the trees for added cover.

Long minutes were spent diving behind trees and doing his best to circle around behind the beast. Always attempting, and always failing, to create a chance to strike the things unprotected rear. The thing bellowed and roared its rage, swinging wildly in attempts to batter him down, only for him to fall back, roll to the side, or run away. Finally, as the thing began to lope forward in the start of a charge, it happened. The thing was pulled up short, distracted away from Elijah for just a moment as it turned to look behind itself.

In that single instant, Elijah took his chance.

Charging forward, Elijah let out a desperate cry as he screamed the name of his new spell, “Vampiric Strike!”

His blood coated sword flared with a ruby light at the blood began to spin wildly up and down the blade. He struck forward in a fencer’s lunge, digging deep into the beast’s left foreleg.

            

    
        Chapter 14: Continuing Forward

    
    
    
    
                 Gamblers, as the Adventurers call them, are known to operate without any form of safety net. They take high risk jobs that the Adventurer Guild is unwilling to post for their members in exchange for payment multiple times higher than the market value. Most Gamblers will make as much as a veteran adventurer while still an inexperienced recruit. If they live. – History of a New Age, pg 51


He had been right. The pest was back. Once more propped up by that false spine. Just like the first time he had returned, the rat walked like it planned to fight him. How would it attempt to run away this time? In the end it would not matter. He would enjoy watching the nuisance skewered when it inevitably attempted to leap his shield bearers. For now, he would indulge the farce though.

 Standing from his throne, Warlord seized the blades from beside his seat and marched toward the pink thing that had kept him awake so long now. As he walked, he swung his blades in practice strikes meant to ensure there were no problems in his arms and that crushing this bug would not be an issue. He stepped forward with large strides, confirming that his mobility was unimpeded by previously unknown damage to his legs. He came to a halt and posed in one of the sword forms granted him at his creation. Nothing had interrupted his motions. He had moved exactly as fast as he had expected. His condition was perfect.

If there was one thing he had to thank his opposition for, it was the way it kept the Deep Power constantly active. It was usually so hard to see anything with any real detail. It forced him to rely on battering through his opponents’ defenses rather than allowing him to bring the full strength of his long-practiced swordsmanship to bear. But this one wore the power across his entire body, like a second layer of rock. Warlord could see everything perfectly and was confident in his coming victory. He might even show off a little before ending this.

After the pest was contained of course. 

Warlord raised both arms and charged forward, swinging his blades with the full strength of his magically empowered body of stone so that he might cut this opponent down in the first moment. As the trail of his blades formed an X in the air, he sensed something change. The creature had changed its use of the Deep Power. Its trick was coming.

But the pest did not dive to escape. It cycled the Deep Power in its armor to a far greater level than he had ever seen from it before, crouching down and making itself small. Then it launched itself at him. With more speed than it had ever displayed before, it passed by Warlord’s side. He had, of course, swung at the thing, but he knew he had missed before the blade had even moved an inch. The thing was too fast and too low. As it passed him by, something flickered in his sense for the Deep Power. Then he saw the plane of energy appear in front of his shins.

Nimbly leaping, he bound over the new obstacle in his path. He likely could have smashed through, but the pest had surprised him once. He would not just ignore such a trap. 

He spun as he leapt, bringing one of his swords down on the annoying creature’s body. The glow of the blade’s runes intensified, as if sensing the coming resistance of flesh. Only for the edge to be turned aside by another of the Deep Power surfaces. As he stepped forward to continue the assault, the tripping wall no longer present, he heard a plink and felt another flare of magic as something bounced off his chest. The pest would have to do far more than that, such a weak strike would do nothing against his armor. 

#

As time passed, he had to admit that the pest was far more impressive then when he had last laid eyes on it. The last time it had shown up, it had been gasping and the glow of Deep Power had dimmed to but a spark by now. The nuisance hadn’t even been fighting that time, simply leaping and dodging. It had been entirely incapable of such movements then too, moving as if it was unsure of its own power. Now it moved with absolute confidence and surety. 

Now it might even deserve to display its Deep Power so brightly and walk with such arrogance. In most situations. It should know better than to walk with such surety around him.

None of the strikes the pest could bring to bear left even a scratch on his unblemished surface. Each futile strike served only to annoy Warlord more. Meanwhile his own blows force the creature to use more and more of its Deep Power. Slowly whittling down and exhausting the thing. It was a wily opponent, diving and rolling around his strikes. Such a style was exhausting for the fleshy things to keep up though. Eventually it would tire. Warlord didn’t want to waste the energy for such a slow approach to the fight, but he didn’t have much of a choice. The difference in their speed was not that great, but it was enough to capitalize on Warlord’s general inflexibility. Enough to keep the pest just out of reach of his swords.

For now. 

He would win in the end. It was a given.

He regretted bringing them out though. It had cost him and the courtyard so much accumulated Deep Power. If he had known the pest would actually confront him, he would never have made the effort. Just one more frustration of dealing with the nonsensical creature. That was the problem with flesh. Those made from it were always unpredictable.

He continued to pressure the pest, driving it backward and doing his best to knock it off balance. The pressure quickly served its purpose by making the pest desperate. Sloppy. Always on the back foot as it hastily retreated, barely taking the time to balance. Then, it finally happened. The pest slipped as one of the floor’s waves caught it at the wrong time. As it desperately flailed to keep its balance he swung.

A crisp, continuous crack, like a hundred stacked windows being smashed through, broke the comparative silence of the battle. A great cloud of dust was kicked up and nothing could be seen of the two enemies for a few precious seconds until a humanoid form came stumbling out of the crowd while clutching at its side.

#

 As the sword swung down at Li, he knew he had screwed up. He shouldn’t have set the rune to wait so long before going up. He had wanted to give himself as much time as possible to build up damage on the statue. To make sure he broke through the thing’s defense when the spell finally went off. Now there was nothing he could do. He couldn’t even try to shove the thing away since all the force would be absorbed. This might very well be the end.

 Desperate, he racked his mind for what could get him out of this mess as time seemed to slow down. He distantly felt an alert go off as one of his abilities activated, but he had no time for that. He needed to focus. To figure out a way out. As he thought, he heard a crack emanate from the Warlord in front of him as the behemoth of stone kicked off the ground.

There was no time to think, the sword was coming. He leapt backward. The armor alone wasn’t enough. He activated another spell. Giant’s Punch, but focused on his legs as he shoved himself away. He knew the name. Titan’s Leap. The alert for it was there, just out of sight. Suppressed because he had no time for it. A second crack came as the sword smashed into the ground and scattered the little tiles everywhere.

Then there was a third crack and Li saw the Warlord stumble as something it its side seemed to give. Using Titan’s Leap once more, Li closed with the Warlord and, as the stumbling statue left the dust cloud, he brought his combination spell of Titan’s Punch, Reinforcement Armor, and Force Manipulation to bear. His fist slammed into the spot where he had placed the rune during the statue’s first charge. Right where the kidney would be on a human. 

The area, already riddled with small cracks radiating from where the center of the rune had previously been, cratered under the pressure of the hit. Chunks of stone rained down to the courtyard floor and Li was sure he had landed a lethal blow on the Warlord. 

Then its elbow smashed into his face. 

The blow threw him across the cleared part of the square and sent him bowling into one of the shield-bearing statues. The new golem had quickly reacted by throwing him to the ground with a shake of the tower shield, followed by attempting to decapitate him by smashing the bottom edge toward his throat. Simultaneously, the spear bearing statue behind it tried to skewer him. Apparently, the things worked in tandem.

Thankfully, compared to the Warlord these things were nearly snails. It took almost no effort to read their movements with Motion Sense and roll out of the way with the speed increase from his reinforcement armor. Flipping back onto his feet and turning back toward the warlord, he didn his best to portray strength.

The Warlord had gotten a good hit in. He imagined this must be what it felt like to be shot with a beanbag gun. Pain across the entire front of his chest, almost like he had been run over and crushed flat at the site of the hit. He would live though, and his opponent was probably injured even worse than himself. 

It was hard to tell with a statue that had no organs, blood, or internal structure. The thing was moving slowly, though, almost stretching. As if determining exactly how much the damage was limiting its movements. The entire process seemed to be incredibly slow, but that worked for him . More time to recover from his own injuries. To let the dizziness that the blow had left him with fade away rapidly as he watched and waited. He could go a few more rounds.

#

 Warlord had not felt emotions stronger than annoyance in decades. This pest though, this pest had managed to infuriate him. He disliked that. It was so fleshy to feel that way. The overwhelming feeling of strong emotion was illogical and an unfortunate side-effect of the sentience granted him at his creation. Annoyance was simple. Ignorable. Fury might make him do something stupid. So he made the decision to step back from the fight.

 He hadn’t brought them out for this. Never imagined there would ever be such a need. Not against an opponent he had thought so weak. That was fine, they would still end this. They would serve their purpose and eliminate the intruder. Decision made he raised his right blade. For a moment a red glow built in the weapon, before releasing as a pulse of light and booming like an entire contingent of war drummers all smacking their instruments at once.

 Behind the pikemen, a dozen columns rose from the ground. Each was a circle of tiles maybe five feet in diameter and lifted a statue twenty or thirty feet into the air, giving each stone warrior a perfect view of the battle field. The golems on top were armed with bows, slings, or other ranged weapons and glowed far more intensely than their brethren with the Deep Power. 

 They were far more advanced than the others. They had to be loaded out with comparatively advanced sensor abilities to have any chance of hitting something with ranged weapons. Enhanced flexibility was required to mimic a bowstring, the rope of a sling, or to allow them to properly throw a spear. Each needed an enchantment to make ammo. All of that cost a fortune in Deep Power. 

Years of accumulated energy would be draining out of the square every minute these golems were active. During that time though, they would constantly harass the nuisance with bolts, arrows, and all manner of missiles. It was the rare opponent who was capable of avoiding these troops and they were an ace up Warlord’s sleeve.

#

 It was up to something. Li was sure of it. Instead of coming after him again, the Warlord was retreating after raising those weird pillars. He seemed to be headed back to his throne, unconcerned with Li’s continued presence. Li could see statues on top of the pillars, but what purpose would they serve? It wasn’t like the golems had any ranged abilities. Then he felt it in his Motion Sense. Something being launched straight at him.

 Moving quickly, he leaped to his left just in time to watch the stone tiles he had been standing on shatter under the force of a stone arrow. Half of the missile was buried deep into the ground and he could see the rest wobbling under the force of the impact. He barely had time for a brief flash of fear before his senses alerted him to even more attacks incoming.

 Quickly pumping mana into his Motion Sense ability, allowing him to increase his ability to track attacks, he began working to come up with a plan. With the additional sensitivity, he quickly determined that there were twelve opponents using vastly different weapons, but each missile was fired with terrifying speed and precision. His mana reserves began draining away like water in a sieve as he empowered senses and armor to their maximum levels so that he could dodge the attacks.

 If I can get close enough, I can take them out with a Giant’s Punch knife toss. I’ll need to watch out for attacks from the pikemen since I will need to get fairly close to the edge of their barricade if I want to break through the ranged golems defenses. Should be doable though. I just need to move fast enough that I still have some mana by the time this is all over. 

 Plan in place, Li began to move. He ducked and wove his way across the square, aiming for a crossbowman as his first target. His heart pumped wildly as each shot by his opponents forced him to place his body perfectly to avoid the danger. He could feel his control of the Reinforcement Armor improving each moment as precise control of his power was required to avoid being impaled.

 It was like a dance. The armor was his partner and the feeling of the arrows flying through his motion sense was the music. As he continued, he began to truly see the greater pattern. Where each statue was aiming from the tells in their posture. When the shot would fly as all motion unnaturally stopped for the perfect shot. It was beautiful, even if every second of concentration on this greater whole set his head pounding like the Warlord was beating his head with a mallet. 

 The music hit a crescendo as he got within range of his first target and the second row of golem’s spears added to the song. They were a dangerous, building drumline beneath the sharp, staccato cracks of the missiles in flight, but they were slow and his dance accounted for them. For a single moment he paused as everything aligned. With a spike of power, he released his first knife and the chorus lost a voice. Then he dove back into the dance.

#

 Warlord could not believe what he saw. His greatest weapons were failing. They were falling! Being picked off one by one as the fleshy coward weaved through a field of death. Even he would be hesitant to walk through that killing ground, but this pest made it look easy. The clinical dismantlement of his troops was almost beautiful in its execution, but it was destroying his property!

The pest couldn’t keep this up for long. Deep Power flooded out like a river and he could see the source drying up. The vermin would not last much longer and without the Deep Power, its fleshy body would be defenseless against him. He couldn’t just let it continue to destroy his ranged troops though. They were a precious resource and restoring just one would tie up the majority of the courtyard’s mana for months.

The pest was about to break, he could feel it. He just needed to apply a little more pressure. Make the fleshy nuisance use its Deep Power a little more quickly. 

So Warlord raised his hand, pausing at the height of its journey to release a golden pulse of power. Then he brought the hand chopping down through the air and the courtyard responded. In a massive wave, it sent Warlord’s ground troops charging toward the pest.

#

 The seventh of the ranged opponents had fallen when there was a sudden shit in the song. A discordant jumble that threw him out of the dance as a single note drowned out everything else. The courtyard itself heaved and Li suddenly found himself among the Warlord’s troops. Unlike before though, the statues immediately struck out at him. It was like every other time he had dealt with them they had simply been waving him away in their sleep and now they were awake. 

 Each opponent could only strike two or three times, but that was enough to force him into constant motion. Especially as he was forced to dodge the occasional missile from the golems overhead. They were more limited, now that he could use the troops for cover, but still a dangerous threat he had to spend some of his few remaining dregs of mental power to keep track of each one. 

 It was in those early moments, as the chaos of the situation overwhelmed him, that the Warlord struck. It came from behind one of the shield bearers, striking through its fellow golem in a surprise attack on Li. While he was unable to fully defend against the strike, he was able to throw up a force shield between himself and the sword’s edge while leaping away from the blow. He escaped with only a bruise across the entirety of his forearms after being flung backwards, into the back of an axe wielding statue. 

 Moving quickly to avoid the furious troops around him, Li charged back toward the Warlord. He had seen something as the attack blew him away. The cracks from his earlier strikes had grown. He may have been running on the dregs of his mana, but the Warlord was moments away from crumbling. He just needed one more powerful hit. Then his armor guttered out and he felt only a single, small drop of his mana remaining. Too little for any of his spells.

#

 Warlord could only frown. The pest should be dead. He had hit the thing head on with his sword. He could still feel that damnable sensation though. It was still here and it was still alive. And he was falling apart. That last strike with his sword had almost broken off his entire left arm. Losing it wouldn’t mean his end, but it would be one more drain on the courtyard’s resources to repair. He would need to quickly squash this nuisance.

 Then the feeling blinked out of existence. The pest was trying to run once again! Roaring in rage, he spun around looking for his target. Trying to find the bright glow of Deep Power that had always highlighted the pest with such glaring detail. There was nothing. Nothing stood out in the calm streams of energy that surrounded him.

 Where was it? Where was it?!?

 Spinning wildly for long seconds he rumbled in rage. Just a moment, he felt something behind him. A sudden flair of Deep Power. Then he heard it. A loud, echoing pop. A rolling crack. A new sensation, like something was fundamentally wrong with his existence. Like the sound of smashing rocks and screams internalized as something foreign invaded into his body. The last thing he saw, as his head fell toward the ground, was a layer of ice forming across the shattered remains of his body.

#

 Li had been sure he would die in the final moments of that desperate battle. He was defenseless against his attackers and the next strike would surely kill him. A next strike that had never come. The statues around him ignored his presence and the Warlord was not chasing him down. Just spinning wildly in place as though it had lost sight of him. Why?

 No, that doesn’t matter. Not right now. I can use this. I just need to move quickly.

 As he began to circle around, he heard the Warlord’s scream. Felt as it stomped around, searching for him. The only thing he could think of was that he was no longer using spells, so it could not find him. That was fine though, his original plan didn’t require him to have mana. Just to get close. 

He had already made the preparations when the Warlord had struck him with that surprise blow. Half the reason he had been forced to take the hit was because he had been focused on something else entirely. Throwing a small seashell so that it lodged deeply into one of the cracks on the Warlord’s side. A toss that would have been impossible without his new magic.

 Quickly getting behind the giant statue, he drew a second item from his bag. A small wand made of an icicle that radiated bitter cold. The wand could only be used once, which was what had placed it in a price range he was comfortable spending. It still cost him almost thirty points, but that just spoke to how powerful it was. 

 As soon as he drew the wand, he saw the Warlord stiffen. Out of time, he used the spell contained within the item. Glacial Ray shot forward, and the water that had been spilling from the Ocean Reservoir Shell instantly froze. The water expanded within the statue and chunks of stone began to fall away as the Warlord’s form shattered into pieces. 

 A blue glow appeared in his vision, alerting him to a pair of system messages. He barely had time to glance at the screen before some last vestige of strength fled from his body. His limbs turned to lead, his vision went black, and he lost consciousness.

#

 When he came to, he felt as though the Warlord had been beating him over the head with a hammer. His tongue was swollen in his mouth which tasted heavily of iron, a mystery that was promptly solved when he realized he had managed to leave a pretty impressive bitemark in the fleshy appendage. Sitting up sent his vision swaying and left him feeling like all the blood was rushing to his head. The end result was a sensation like he was one of those clowns that would flip right back up when you punched them, bobbing and swaying, and he had just been put to use for several hours.

 It was easily the worst he had ever felt immediately after regaining consciousness. Worse than the morning after his twenty-first birthday, and that had involved a birthday deal at the local bar called “Twenty-one shots for twenty-one dollars.” Worse than the time he had been smacked in the head with a baseball and woke up lying on the bench. He could barely crack open his eyes without moaning in pain at the bright sun stabbing shards of glass through his eyes and into his skull.

 A few drinks from his purification canteen, some ibuprofen purchased from the shop, and a piece of buttered toast later and at least he was feeling human again. Just enough to once again attempt opening his eyes and reading the messages he had received during and after the fight.




	
Hysterical Strength has been activated – Major Boost to Physical Stats for duration. You will suffer severe debuffs when this effect ends. 









 Well, that explained some things. He assumed that this ability is what had activated when he had tripped and the Warlord had nearly decapitated him. It was probably what knocked me out when the ability deactivated and all those debuffs were applied. I was already on the edge with all the mana I spent, and that was the last straw.

There was also a congratulatory message about learning a new spell. Nothing interesting there. Confirmation that the spell was called Titan’s Leap and notes on how it could be used both offensively and for utility. 

The next message was more exciting, alerting him to what defeating the Warlord, which was apparently a Field Boss, had given him. 




	
Congratulations, you have defeated the Field Boss: Stone Golem Warlord! All Golems in the Warlord’s Courtyard will be deactivated until the Golem Warlord is repaired (Remaining time until repair: 2528 Hours, 37 Minutes). You have gained 74 Racial Experience (37 base*2 for Boss Enemy). You have gained 79 Racial Experience (x7 Ranged Golems, 63 Experience; x16 Lesser Stone Golem, 16 Experience). As you have no class, you have gained 0 Class Experience. You have gained 50 Evolution Points.



Congratulations, you have gained an Uncommon Reward from the shop for killing a Field Boss. You have received Potion of Stoneskin – Advanced (Single Use).



Congratulations, you have gained a Scarce Reward from the shop for Solo Clearing a Field Boss. You have received a Rune Harvester – Advanced (Single Use).



Congratulations, you have gained a Rare Reward from the shop for first encountering the defeated Field Boss at Level 1. You have received an Ability Harvester – Advanced (Single Use).



*WARNING* Harvesters are only viable for 24 hours. 



Congratulation! You have collected 100 racial experience and leveled up! The core of your existence has strengthened as you pursue survival. You have gained 12 Free Stat Points to distribute. Access your status page to spend these and strengthen your chosen stats. You have gained 15 Evolution Points. As you are in a dungeon, the wild mana is extra dense. Additional Mana has been brought into your core. You receive one Stat Point in Perception and one State Point in Dexterity and 5 extra evolution points.









 Panicking at the alert that a number of his rewards had an expiration, he cried out to the system, “Shit, System! How long do I have left on those Harvesters?”

 “Your Harvesters still have twenty-three hours and seventeen minutes remaining before they destabilize two-oh-six,” came the unconcerned reply. “Your brief loss of consciousness has cost you no rewards.”

 “Oh, good. Thank you. Do you mind telling me more about these things?”

 “Of course, Beta Tester. Harvesters are a special type of advanced enchanted device. These items are very difficult to find and are almost universally only available as reward drops. Purchase in the shop is widely considered prohibitively expensive and each created by an artisan is considered a near priceless treasure and pinnacle of craftsmanship. Their quick degradation rate also makes them unfeasible as a reliable product for sale.”

 “Alright, I’ll admit it is good to know that I can’t expect to come across these often, but how do they actually work?” The nervous energy of knowing he had such an uncommon opportunity and a very limited time to capitalize on it was making him antsy. Something which came through in his rather excitable tone.

 Apparently sensing Li’s impatience, the System quickly provided him with the answer he wanted. On a window it put up a picture of a ceremonial dagger. At the end of the hilt was a gem carved with geometric patterns and glowing bright white. The blade itself had some phrase written in a language Li did not recognize, but it looked like someone had mashed together Greek shapes in a geometric arrangement similar to Japanese.

 “To use the Harvester, one must simply stab the blade into the object you wish to harvest from. This means an enchanted item for a Rune Harvester and a corpse for an Ability Harvester. The device will then randomly harvest an ability or rune that is of the same or lower rarity compared to the harvester. This will result in a rune or ability stone. Note that harvesting an object destroys both it and, in most instances, the harvesters.

 “Rune stones can apply and power an enchantment on a weapon using ambient mana. When the stone is fully recharged, a new object can be enchanted. Note that the previous object will lose the enchantment. Ability stones will permanently grant one individual an ability upon shattering the stone.”

 “Thank you for the help, System. Please close both messages and give me the rewards.” 

 As he finished speaking, three glowing spots appeared on the ground in front of him. The first two were daggers identical to the image he had seen earlier. The Potion of Stoneskin was a small crystalline vial filled with a brown sludge. It looked entirely unappetizing, but if it granted him the defensive advantages of the Warlord he could deal with a bad taste. When he tried asking about it the system was vague about exactly how strong the effect would be. It had simply said that the effects were “potent”, but could be improved by a capable alchemist.

 He had a choice to make. The Ability Harvester would obviously be used on the Warlord. That was simple enough. The Enchantment Harvester though…He could use that on either the Warlord’s armor or his sword. He had only been able to find shards of the Warlord’s carved armor, but the System had confirmed that it was a viable target for the Enchantment Harvester. 

 In the end he had decided to go with one of the swords. Between his armor (both magical and physical), force wall, his new Giant’s Leap, and his increasing Dexterity stat he felt like he had a pretty solid defense. Besides, like the saying went. The best defense is a good offense.

 When he went to actually use the device, he was slightly hesitant. How was he supposed to stab into solid rock? He trusted the System’s advice though, and brought it down on the sword. As the tip of the “dagger” touched the surface, it began to melt into an almost circuit-like pattern that covered the sword. Soon the crystal shifted from its white glow, to a more silver color. The lines of script surrounding it slowly shifted until a single symbol remained. A boulder being split in half. With a final flash, the handle of the dagger dissolved into particles of light, followed quickly by the Warlord’s sword. That was fine, he still had the other one.  




	
Congratulations, your Ability Harvester – Advanced has successfully created a Stonepiercer Rune Stone. This Rune vastly improves the ability for a weapon to cut through defenses. The stronger the defenses, the higher the piercing power added to the weapon. 









 Guess I made the right decision. Having the Potential Energy Well Enchantment may have meant that he had a way to deal with all the heavily armored enemies in this dungeon, but it was always good to have multiple options. He’d have to find some enemies to test it out on, but he had high hopes for this enchantment.

 Using the second Harvester had very similar effects, though the color of the glow was a light blue-silver color and the rune that had formed on the crystal was that of an eye with a spiral for an iris. The pile of rubble mostly disappeared along with the blade as the physical matter dissolved into white light. He assumed what was left behind amounted to the Warlord’s armor, but it didn’t really matter.




	
Congratulations, your Rune Harvester – Advanced has successfully created a Mana Sense Ability Stone (Single Use). Shattering this stone will instantly grant you Mana Sense. This ability allows one to sense to flow of mana in the world around them with far greater clarity, even making out the Mana Veins of other living creatures or flows in active spells. While rare in humans, this ability is a common sensory tool of many monsters and races more closely aligned to magic. 









 While he had been hoping for something more impressive, he could hardly complain about a free ability that might otherwise be difficult for him to find. Who knew what kind of advantages it might offer down the line? Motion Sense was not a glamorous skill like his Giant’s Punch or Reinforcement Armor, but it was easily worth as much as those two combined in his fight with the Warlord. Mana Sense could potentially be just as powerful of a tool in his arsenal.

 In the end he decided to wait on spending his level up gains for the time being. He felt that he already had enough new abilities he needed to adjust to, and until he was fully comfortable with them there was little point in adding more changes. Besides, he still wasn’t entirely sure where he was lacking. He had spent so long focused on beating one enemy it was hard to say what he might have neglected for dealing with a broader range of situations. Twelve free stat points could be a powerful boost in any stat and he wanted to make sure he spent them correctly.

#

 As it turned out, he had been right about the usefulness of his new sense. Traps in the dungeon were often magically powered and his new ability allowed him to easily pick out where he was likely to run into danger. Between Motion Sense to keep him aware of monster and hazards moving around the dungeon, Mana Sense to alert him to magical traps, and the fact that all of the monsters he did run into were nothing compared to the Warlord, Li was able to quickly progress through Archimedes’ Labyrinth. 

 The most recent room had been a long hallway, filled with constantly moving platforms over what seemed to be a giant shredding machine. While most of the platforms were completely safe and his Motion Sense gave him a perfect model of where any given platform would be at any given moment, the glow of Mana on around a tenth of the platforms had given away the potentially deadly traps that occupied the area. He quickly had a safe route figured out and with the power of Titan’s Leap was able to easily make it from one side of the hallway to the other. This is almost cheating. Is the rest of this dungeon going to be any danger at all? 

 Sweeping his gaze over this side of the room, he began to notice a number of abnormalities. The path ahead had three obvious doorways, though only one was open to him currently, and above each was a symbol. The open pathway, located on the right, had a symbol composed of three interlocking gears above it. Further down the hallway his motion sense alerted him to a large number of moving components, at least as many as were in his current room. The smash and rumble of large objects colliding with each other carried out through the opening, though the fact that the route veered off to the right made it impossible to actually see what was potentially happening in the next room. The symbol above the left door was a scorpion while the middle was marked with a lightning bolt. It seemed as though the dungeon was giving him a choice. 

He could take the currently available path, or he could wait for one of the other doors to open up. It had even been so kind as to have given him a possible hint. Hard to say if the symbols properly portrayed the danger though. This current door seemed to indicate that, given the sounds of mechanical clanging echoing down the hallway and his own sense’s warning. Still, it would mean sitting here and waiting for an unknown amount of time to open either of the other doors. Not that that is a huge deal. I can always meditate in the meantime.
 Resigned to a bit of a wait, he decided to explore the area a little bit more before meditating. He thought that there may be a surprise in the area, or a hidden way to open the doors. Even if it didn’t, he wasn’t really out anything for taking the time to look around. The doors would open when they opened.

The first thing he did was search for hidden motion. His first supernatural sense had been becoming closer and closer to feeling entirely natural over the last weeks, and it was almost second nature to conduct a more thorough scan of the area with it. Unfortunately, nothing particularly interesting stood out in his sense. He found an area where a crack in the wall exposed spinning gears, some hatchling birds in a nest that had been constructed in the corner, and what appeared to be a steam vent. The last had surprised him when the rush of heated air and water vapor flipped open the hidden lid, causing him to dive for cover as he believed a trap had been activated.

His Magic Sense picked up a more interesting sight. The doors themselves were slightly magical, along with the symbols that marked them. That wasn’t too surprising. Absolutely everything constructed by the dungeon seemed to be at least partially magical, and anything that moved, was on a schedule, or required regular maintenance seemed to have slightly more mana running to them. The flow of the mana was almost like wiring running through the walls, substituting electricity as a power source. 

Then he noticed something odd. There was an area on the wall that looked…odd. All of the lines of mana were avoiding the area, leaving a spot on the wall void of light. Deciding to get a better look, he made his way toward it. Nothing changed as he got closer, not until he reached out and touched that blank part of the wall.

With a flash of color and loud WHOMP of displaced air, he felt his vision flicker. With a feeling like his stomach had been left behind and was only now catching up, he bent over and tried not to vomit. At the same time, he heard scrambling behind him, instantly setting him on guard. 

“Fu-,” Li began only to be immediately interrupted.

“Who are you and what do you want?” The voice was commanding and edged with iron. It had a certain weight to it, like the owner knew he was the most dangerous thing in the area and would brook no nonsense. 

Putting his hands in the air to show he was no threat, Li called out to the voice. “I’m Li. I, uh, ended up here by accident,” it wasn’t really a question, but his tone was confused and made it sound like one. “Do you mind if I turn around?”

The voice grunted with what he thought was assent and Li did his best to force his stomach under control before straightening back up and turning around slowly. In front of him was a group of five individuals. A man with long black hair and deeply tanned skin wearing half plate, a very pale woman wearing a green robe, a dark-skinned man wearing a grey robe, another woman in a green dress, and a third, shorter woman in what looked like a kimono and carrying a large, flaming staff.

“Um, hello,” Li gave a little wave and hoped he sounded friendly.

            

    
        Chapter 15: Fallen Queen

    
    
    
    
                As mentioned earlier in this book, monsters are ranked based off of what tier of dungeon they may appear in. Anything below F- rank is generally considered a magical pest rather than a monster. An F- rank creature is usually considered to be something capable of defeating a level ten adult man or woman without combat training or abilities. Equivalent creatures in our old world might be tigers or crocodiles. These creatures are generally seen as threats, but are regularly handled by untrained militias with little danger to the militia members’ lives. An F rank creature is a qualitative leap in strength by comparison. These creatures are known to be deadly to any untrained group and it is highly recommended that they be avoided until an adventurer deals with them. Few creatures of this ranking or above lack magic. – History of a New Age, pg 60


As Elijah’s blade cut deep into the Ghoul Bears left foreleg, he felt the magic of his strike go to work. It began to drain blood from the wound, forming a stream of the ruby liquid that ran out of the pommel of his sword. The flow of ichor fed into a rapidly forming bubble above and behind his head. The spell description called this bubble a “Blood Well” and the Voice had said it could be used to fortify his other spell or as fuel for his Sacrifice spell.

The blow roused the beast’s ire, releasing a growl of rage dragging its attention away from the large set of steel jaws digging into its rear leg. It tried to lunge toward him, but multiple chains ran from the bear trap and connected to multiple trees in the area. The monster was strong but the restraint held, preventing the beast from simply tearing away and ripping Elijah to shreds. Straining at the cage for only a moment before recognizing the futility of the situation, the creature grunted and turned. The action was savage and caused the wound to tear further open, but it also ripped Elijah’s sword out of his hand. At the same time, some of the purple and silver cloud surrounding the bear formed large spectral echoes of its already intimidating claws.

It brought the claws smashing down on the first of the three chains, grunting with exertion as it worked to free itself. The deadly ghoul magic sheathing the things claws smashed into the chain, doing nothing before continuing on into the ground below. When the energy made contact with the grass beneath the creature’s feet, it instantly withered and died. While the magic had failed to have any impact on the chains, the physical claws took large chunks out of the metal links. A second contemptuous swipe, this time without the spectral claws, resulted in only two of the beast’s bindings remained.

Elijah had not been idle while it did this. He had begun circling around the monster, hoping to reclaim his lost weapon. Seeing his actions, the creature spun and attempted to gore Elijah with the large horn protruding from its right shoulder. He was forced to jump backwards and out of range of the bound monster, giving up any chance of reclaiming his weapon at that moment. Thankfully the remaining two chains held as it lunged forward, preventing the enraged beast from simply charging after him.

Seeing Elijah escape unscathed and roaring in outrage, more of the purple and silver energy was drawn away from the creature’s aura. The energy congealed into a swirling ball of power in front of the creature’s mouth and Elijah could feel the deadly intent wrapped up in the attack. Fleeing toward a nearby ditch, he flung himself behind cover before the monster had a chance to finish preparing its foul magic.

Moments later a beam of pure black blasted through the spot he had been standing. The magic had been oily and seemed like the antithesis of light, sucking away what little illumination was present this late in the night. Missing Elijah, the beam clipped a tree and a portion of the trunk easily the size of his head was simply gone. Rotted away in an instant. The attack was similar to what the foxes and alpha rats produced, but much more powerful. The only saving grace was how long it seemed to take the bear to prepare.

The creature itself seemed content that it had driven Elijah back, and was turning back to the chains keeping it captive. Taking his chance, Elijah charged back in and ripped his sword from the beast’s foreleg. Much of the blood that had coated the blade was gone now, but he quickly replenished the weapons reserves from his Blood Well. Rearmed, Elijah was just wondering if he had time for another attack on the Ghoul Bear when he heard a great popping sound and watched the monster wrench the trap free of its chains.

Eyes blazing with purple light, the creature charged at him once again and Elijah was forced to continue running and dodging through the woods. The trap hadn’t lasted him long, and the monster itself seemed almost no worse for wear, but he had accomplished his goal. He had landed his first hit on the creature and bought time for his debuffs to take effect. Even now his armor was aggressively draining blood from the bear’s wound, slowly strengthening his protection against the creature.

It wouldn’t be enough to save him of course, not if he was caught right now. The bear’s claws would tear through him like he was paper. Its strength had to be absolutely herculean to tear through inch long steel links like it had. Dodging and weaving through the trees while being chased by the enraged bear, he couldn’t help but laugh a little. This is what happens when you just dive into things Elijah. You get nasty surprises. 

That had not been the only bear trap of course. He had been rather thorough in filling the surrounding forest with as many traps as he could. Limited only by how many individual locations he could remember, he had aggressively spent points to turn the entire area into a maze of sixteen inch diameter, spring powered steel jaws. If he stepped in one of the traps himself, he was as good as dead. Remembering every location, or creating some other warning for himself, was absolutely vital. All told, about two dozen of the metal jaws were hidden near various memorable landmarks in the surroundings.

Alright, there is the dead tree lying on top of the boulder which means the trap is…there! Sprinting quickly, he leaped the bear trap hidden right at the end of the fallen log. He slowed as he passed the spot, turning into the blind spot the trunk provided on the other side. He dove into a bush and waited to see if the monster was caught a second time. Unfortunately, this time the bear managed to avoid the trap as it came crashing past. Tearing through where Elijah had been moments before. It’s alright, I can just try to lead it through this area again. If it fails a second time, I’ll just move on to the next location.

Taking a moment to cast Bleed at the beast while it searched for his location, the red glow of his magic instantly causing the creature to lock in on his hiding place. That was fine, his spell was done anyway and small rivers of blood were beginning to flow around the previous bear trap’s teeth and out of the sword puncture he had left in the monster. He had used the last of his Blood Well to fuel the spell with Sacrifice, most of it already consumed by his Blood Drinker Armor to quickly enhance the defensive spell.

#

Long minutes and seven bear traps later, Elijah’s spells finally seemed to be having an effect on the colossal beast. By now his armor was as solid as he had ever seen it, creating red scale mail between the metal parts of his physical armor and layering larger red plates across his chest and over his greaves. The leather itself was almost black with the blood that had soaked into it, the beast producing more of the stuff than it had any right to. More than even his Blood Drinker Armor could effectively use.

He had built up a substantial Blood Well over time as well, a lightly glowing crimson orb twice the size of his head floating just above the small of his back. Between his own resistance, which he had spent quite a number of stat points increasing, and the stacked enhanced regeneration effects of the Blood Soaked enchantment and Blood Drinker Armor, he had been powering almost all of his magic with Sacrifice. If he hadn’t, he would have run out of Mana long ago.

The beast in turn was a mess of slashes, cuts, and punctures, each oozing blood every second. Any creature of similar size from earth would have run out of the vital liquid by now, but this thing’s undead heart just seemed to constantly make more of the congealed black goop that ran through its veins. He was glad his magic liquified the stuff rather than maintaining its gelatinous form. It was bad enough to know he was wearing probably gallons of liquid blood without imagining it as a jelly like paste covering his body.

Three of the bear traps still clung to the beast, trailing lengths of chain. Large chunks of flesh were ripped away where the monster had torn off the other steel jaws. Underneath the peeled away skin, on one of the bones of the right rear leg, Elijah could see scrape marks. Deep grooves in the monster’s tibia. It was a testament to how durable this thing’s bones were that the leg had not simply snapped in half under the power of the spring-loaded steel. Rather than trying to break the chains on that particular trap, the beast had simply torn itself free without regard for self-preservation.

One eye was blinded from a lucky strike with Elijah’s short sword, the previous flames deep within the black orb guttered out. At least, that was what he assumed it meant. He had cut off half the things nose and entrails fell out of a slit he had made in the beast’s stomach. Any normal creature, any living creature, would have collapsed from the pain from now. Not the ghoul though. It felt nothing, simply continuing its mad chase of Elijah.

At least nothing from the physical injuries. Blood Roil Aura had finally started having an effect on the massive bear. It was a little less steady on its feet, swaying slightly whenever it came to a stop. The charges were even less controlled than they had started out as. Reminding Elijah of when he was a child running down a steep hill and had to keep going because if he tried to stop, he would just fall on his face.

The swings of its massive paws were wilder, less controlled. Where before it would take one or two strikes to break through the chains connected to a bear trap, now it took three or even four as the strikes missed or only grazed the steel link. The beams of deadly energy were often off course, not truly requiring him to dodge. He still got under cover whenever it started to breath in the silver and purple cloud, he wasn’t an idiot. One hit of that attack and he was dead. The poor aim was a good sign though.

Glaring at him the beast chuffed and growled before doing something new. The cloud of mana it wore began roiling, but rather than head towards its mouth or claws this time the energy seemed to almost compress in on itself. The cloud shrunk and a layer almost like black dew or droplets of melted tar began to appear on the surface of the beast. Just as Elijah began turning to run, fearing a physical attack of some kind, something in the energy gave and a wave of power burst out from the monster.

In a purple and silver explosion, he felt the energy wash over him and every muscle in his body lock up for a moment. He swayed as his body tried to lose consciousness and black veins began appearing on his skin, beneath the protection of his armor. The Blood Drinker Armor itself visibly thinned, losing much of its solidity and beginning to revert to a more gaseous state. The ruby liquid simply dried into a fine black powder that blew away in the slight breeze. His Blood well visibly shrank and the blood covering his sword entirely disappeared.

Thankfully the beast itself seemed incapable of moving immediately after the attack, staying so still Elijah had almost thought the attack was a suicidal strike against him. Then he felt the blackened heart of the monster give a single, shuddering pulse. Shortly later a second one occurred and pushed the gelatin it called blood through. A third occurred. Stronger, like a sputtering engine finally getting a full pump of gasoline.

At the same time, the stored blood in his leather armor was working overtime to heal him. The blackened veins receding and the light headedness disappearing. Some of his Blood Well fed into his sword as he recast Blood Blade. The remainder disappeared into his armor, stabilizing it. It was still visibly thinner than before but had returned to a liquid state.

Taking his opportunity, Elijah charged forward and empowered his attack with a vampiric strike. His blade dug deep into the chest of the Ghoul Bear, mere inches from reaching the fetid heart at its core. Then he was forced to retreat as the beast brought a large, ponderous claw in for a blow. The monster was still obviously weakened after exerting itself with that last spell, allowing him to easily avoid the attack, but proved the monster was not yet entirely helpless. The cloud around the monster had thinned significantly, barely more than a haze at this point, but he could see spark of purple and silver rising from the creature’s body and he assumed the cloud would reform eventually.

Then something changed in the beast’s eyes and he knew it was fully back in control of its own body. Guess I am back on the defensive. The beast roared in challenge and began its loping charge toward Elijah once again.

#

He and the beast must have been fighting for at least half an hour at this point. The thing was even stronger than he had anticipated and the only reason he had had any chance at all was because he had the perfect powerset to counter the thing. The beast was strong and could tank a lot of damage, but had a hard time actually hitting things. Elijah, in turn, had powers perfect for long, drawn out fights that did not require him to put himself at a lot of risk as he wore down his opponent. He also had prepared well, littering the ground with traps and purchasing a small number of health and stamina potions from the shop.

By this point the monster was barely skin and bones. After the third time the Ghoul Bear had used that strange burst of energy, he had taken the opportunity to cut into the stomach of the monster from the opposite side. Almost all of what would be the vital organs on normal creatures had long since fallen out of the monster’s stomach cavity, leaving the skin around its middle flapping in the breeze. The thing still had its heart and brain though, and Elijah believed one of those would need to go to actually kill it.

The monster had regained its cloud of deadly magic, but was swaying on its feet and barely able to put one paw in front of the other. Even with no sense of pain, the thing was obviously moments from death. He just needed to make one final push.

Then something changed. Its eyes blazed purple, the blinded one returning to functionality in an instant. Silver and purple flames burned across the creature’s body and plants around it rapidly began to wither. Li felt power flow from the monster, beginning to corrupt and destroy the blood in his armor. It was less concentrated than the effects of the creature’s other spells, but continuously weakened his own magic. The spectral claws were back as well, growing to an absolutely massive size as the creature rose on its hind legs and roared. The things black heart pulsed at a frantic rate, pushing the beast into an even greater frenzy.

#

Pain. So much pain. That was all the she-bear felt at that moment. She wasn’t supposed to feel pain. Not when she was like this. Pain was a thing for her daytime self, when she wore the disguise. When her mind became foggy and she was nothing but another beast. Now, at night, she was supposed to be perfect. Stronger. Faster. Smarter. And entirely devoid of the weakness of flesh.

The pain only lasted for a moment though. Just long enough for the not-fire to spread across her body. Then it was simply the memory of pain. One more thing to drive her rage against this prey. Its steel, its magic, its tricks. Each taking tiny nibbles from her strength and wearing her down a step at a time.

Is this thing why her mate had never returned during the last cycle? Was he a pile of bones and meat covered in metal jaws somewhere in their domain? Had it separated them on purpose, knowing it stood no chance against them together?

Well, it didn’t stand a chance against her alone. What she did now would weaken her. It was dangerous. Especially without her mate to protect her until she regained her strength. She would kill and eat this prey though. Taste its delicious life’s blood. Feel the warmth slide down her throat. There was so much lovely life on him, and it would be hers.

Dropping back to all fours, she charged, all the weariness and discomfort of their fight so far gone, and knew she had taken her prey by surprise. It tried to run, but it wasn’t ready. She would be on it too soon. The panic that crossed its face was perfect and only added to her excitement. His flesh would be the source of her regained strength. Bringing one mighty paw down, she slashed across her prey’s chest.

The thing barely grunted, but no matter. One hit had never been the plan. Returning to her rear paws, she began a furious rain of blows down onto her target. She ripped chunks from the strange outer covering of the creature, slowly working her way to the delicious meat within. The thing was screaming, in fear or in pain she did not know. Either way she relished the sound. Then something changed. The protective coating of life around the thing thickened and stiffened, encompassing the prey like a shell.

No matter. She knew how to deal with these. You just had to keep hitting them. The prey could no longer move, totally vulnerable to her own attacks. Long experience had shown her that actions like this were the final refuge of the dead. A turtle pulling into its shell because it could do nothing else. Nothing could stand up against her strikes for long though.

She kept up the barrage, chipping away chunks of red and working for her prize. Each second brought her closer and she could smell the terror on her prey. Then one foot gave. She had taken too long and her strength was abandoning her.

#

Li could only watch from inside his barrier. Covered in cuts and deep gashes that were slowly healing into scar tissue. This monster had left a permanent mark on him, a set of long lines from claws digging their way into his stomach. Only Scarification, his defenses, and a quickly downed health potion had saved him.

When the monster had charged him, he was sure he was dead. All he could do was switch to the Blood Bathed Armor and push all the blood he had gathered into the most solid defense he could muster. At first it hadn’t been enough, the bear had torn through the barrier without issue and he had taken his potion. Then something had shifted in his spell. Like water freezing in place. The result had been a spell called Blood Chrysalis, a pure defense that crystalized the blood he fed it into a shell. He could not move inside the Chrysalis. Could not attack or cast spells. He could only continue feeding blood and mana into the spell, hoping and enduring the onslaught.

Something that had worked in his favor. As he watched the bear attack, he had seen the beasts own body decaying around it. It seemed to be cannibalizing its own flesh for strength, quickly burning away what remained of its life. It was a long, tense minute of waiting and watching for which would give out first, his spell or the Ghoul Bears body. Then the beast had fallen.

Now it was nothing but a defenseless pile of fur and bone, barely moving in its attempts to kill him.

Elijah had no interest in watching the thing suffer, so he cast Blood Blade on his sword and drove the blade through the creature’s skull. With a final huff, the beast died.

Taking a moment to breath, Elijah downed the last of his stamina potions and sat down on the ground. It had been exhausting, but he had won.




	
Dungeon Alert! An Apex Predator has been slain. Even now, the other Apex Predators sniff the air and recognize something has changed. They do not know just what, not yet, but they soon will. A shift of the balance of power in the outer rings of the Forest of the Final Sleep has occurred.


The Dungeon Event “Forest of Anarchy” will begin in approximately thirty minutes. During this time, the Apex Predators who have territory adjacent to the slain Ghoul Bear Mates will work to expand the area the control. All Ghouls in the area will display additional aggression as they fight to establish new territory markers. 












	
Congratulation, you have completed the Hidden Quest “Proof of Power” by killing an Apex Predator in the Forest of the Final Sleep. You have been rewarded with the Epic Item “Apex Crown”. This item will dissolve upon exiting the dungeon. 












	
Congratulations, you have killed an Elite Monster. This monster is abnormally powerful for the dungeon and poses a high level of danger. You fought and killed this monster despite no external requirement to do so. You have received additional Evolution Points in addition to that rewarded for the kill in recognition of your effort. You have gained 37 Racial Experience. As you have no class, you have gained 0 Class Experience. You have gained 25 Evolution Points.


Congratulations, you have gained a Rare Reward from the shop for killing an Elite Monster. You have received the short sword “Dreadclaw”. You have received the Armor Enhancement Item “Mana Permeated Ghoul Bear Bones”.









Elijah stared in shock at the alerts for a while before eventually shaking his head and sighing deeply. “Well, that’s probably not very good for me.”

#

“How was I supposed to know the damn thing would only protect three people! Do you have any idea how hard it was to even get the information that the Apex Crown existed? Nobody comes to this dungeon!”

“How were you supposed to know? You’re the fucking intel gatherer! It’s your damn job to know this shit!”

Niels could only sigh as Rory and Seba continued the argument that had been going for almost half a day now. It really wasn’t that big of a deal. They could always just track down and kill another Apex Predator. Of course, finding another one was the problem. Seba had only bothered to find a reliable location for one Apex Predator, assuming that was all they would need. He never was one to make back up plans.

Letting go of his musings, Niels called out to the arguing teammates, “Enough you two. The longer we sit around on our thumbs the longer it is going to take to find another Apex Predator. Finish getting your things together and let’s get going!”

If he’d known they were going to be such children, he never would have brought them along for this. He’d have to have a word with them both later. Seba for being lax in his search for information and Rory for making such a fuss about it. It was important as the team leader to make sure everyone in the party did their job properly, but Rory wasn’t the team leader. That was his job. Just as he was about to make the call for the team to form up, a system message appeared in his vision.

Behind him, the final member of their party spoke up for the first time since Rory and Seba had started going at it, “A Dungeon Event? We prepared for this boss?”

“Of course we are, nothing I can’t handle,” Niels reassured the man. Theo always had been a bit of a worrier, but that wasn’t the point of the question. Theo, capable second that he was, had asked it to give him a chance to reassure the new recruit. Couldn’t have them shaking in their boots and too scared to react if something serious happened.

#

When Elijah had accepted the rewards, large portions of the Ghoul Bears corpse had broken down into motes of light before coalescing in front of him. The reward from the Hidden Quest turned out to be a small crown of twisted black horns, similar to those that had adorned the Ghoul Bears forehead. Dreadclaw, as the message had stated, was a short sword. The weapon had apparently been carved from one of the monster’s massive claws then stained a purple so dark it was almost black. A silver engraving shaped like the Ghoul Bear raised on its hind legs was carved into the blade.

The “Mana Permeated Ghoul Bear Bones” had been exactly what the name said. A pile of large bones obviously taken from the massive beast’s corpse, but with a strange, twinkling surface. It was almost as though each one had been covered with purple and silver glitter. When he looked at the pile closely, he received a message alert asking if he wanted to enhance his Reinforced Leather Armor with the item. He didn’t have a lot of time to make a decision, so he hit yes. Don’t see how this can make things worse at any point.

With a spark of white light and a pulse of magic, the bones once more began breaking down into particles of golden light. At the same time, his armor began to take on a similar glow, quickly becoming impossible for him to make out any details. The small particles began feeding into his armor, each spot receiving at least some of the orbs of light. He could feel the weight of his armor growing as the enhancement took effect and knew he would soon need to increase his strength stat if he wanted to wear this armor comfortably in long fights.

When the light eventually disappeared, he couldn’t help but groan to himself. I look like a goth, thirteen-year-old gamers wet dream… The plates of steel that had previously formed the bulk of his protection had been replaced with sheets of bone, pale white with the occasional glimmer of purple or silver. He had large, humanoid skulls for shoulder guards and the bears skull had been apparently flattened and contoured into his breast plate. He even had what looked like chain male carved from the bones in areas where a more complete plate would be unwelcome. He wasn’t quite wearing full plate mail made of an undead bear’s bones, but it was close enough. Thankfully the inside was still his comfortable leather.




	
Congratulation, your Reinforced Leather Armor (Uncommon) has been upgraded into Ghoul Bone Armor (Scarce). Ghoul Bone is noted to be the equal of steel in almost all circumstances, along with providing unique advantages. While the armor is weaker to extreme temperature fluctuations and slightly less resistant to blunt force, it is the perfect conduit for Blood, Flesh, and Death magic. Because of this, spells cast through the material by the wearer are often slightly more powerful and significantly more efficient.


Because the bone used in this material was Mana Permeated, the armor may be bound to the wearer. Binding this armor significantly improves the benefits provided, along with greatly increasing the wearer defense against hostile Blood, Flesh, and Death magic.


 The Blood Soaked Enchantment has been empowered by the Ghoul Bones. The amount of blood the enchantment is capable of storing has been increased. 









#

“Think the crown will keep this from being an issue?” Seba sounded hopeful, but resigned. He probably knew what Niels was going to say next.

“Better safe than sorry. Rory, start setting up some barriers. I want a central safe area at least twenty feet across and obstacles at ten, fifteen, and twenty feet out. Try to herd them into groups. Theo, get some of your special vials ready. Rory will set them up, you knock ‘em down. Seba, get out there and start looking for potential threats. I want at least five minutes warning before anything gets to our camp. I’m going to try to get a view from above. I’ll be back down in fifteen minutes or less.”

Three voices in chorus came back to him, “Yes boss!”

The alert said Ghoul Bear Mates, which explained why this message hadn’t gone off when he killed one the previous night. It also meant he had missed something. He hated missing things. He and Seba would be having a long talk after this mission was over. It was high time he started putting more effort into his information gathering and Niels would run him through as many crash courses on the subject as it took for him to learn to do the job properly.

Casting a spell, Niels began rising into the air. It would take a little while to do without risk, but soon he would be one hundred or so feet in the air. Hopefully from there he would be able to see anything too dangerous.

Below him Rory worked hard to use his Ice Wall spell to build a small fortress for them to hide behind. The walls were only four or five feet tall, but that would be enough to ward off most of the ghouls that called this forest home. Anything that height wouldn’t stop at least temporarily would have the power to just smash through the walls anyway. Except the damn frogs.

Theo, meanwhile, was setting up in the center of the area. It seemed he had convinced Rory to take a moment to build him a small look-out tower, which was good thinking on the man’s part. Rory could be an insufferable ass, but he did his work well.

Somewhere out in the forest he heard the growls and shrieks of various ghouls as Seba came across them in his scouting. From the sounds of it, they weren’t anything too dangerous. Seba would take care of them with no issue. He may have been lazy and terrible at jobs that required time to complete, but he did well in a fight. No way the man would cause problems with his skin on the line.

#

He hadn’t had any time after completing the upgrade. With no idea when, exactly, the Forest of Anarchy event would start, he had needed to get moving as quickly as possible. Dreadclaw had come with a sheath thankfully, so he had both his short swords strapped to his hip. He got back out his buckler as well, a weapon he had decided would be absolutely worthless when fighting the Ghoul Bear. It wouldn’t hurt to have the additional protection now, though, and it was still his best weapon for dealing with any Ghoul Snakes that attacked him.

Quickly gathering up the last of his rewards, he put the Apex Crown on. The weight of the thing was instantly noticeable and something of a distraction. Glad he didn’t have a mirror, or worse Jason around to say something, he couldn’t help but sigh. Definitely don’t look like an evil lich king intent on ruling the world for all eternity. Definitely not.

His initial assumption on where the other party had gone was obviously wrong, but now he didn’t really have a lead on where they could be. He didn’t have a lot of time to look for one either. Well, no lead besides that hidden quest. If this other party knew about that, maybe they had been after the crown. Is it what they were looking for before they headed deeper into the forest? 

That was a risk. He didn’t know for sure they had headed further in, but he was sure that going deeper into the forest would increase the danger. Still, that made sense, didn’t it? When he followed their trail of campsites, fights, and trailblazing they had been working to circle the center of the forest, but there had also been a certain amount of zigzagging. Like they were searching for something. The item itself was obviously related to the dungeon since it would dissolve when he left. Maybe you needed it to progress or it offered certain benefits?

For now, he would head further in. Even if he turned out to be wrong on where this other party had headed, he had seen evidence before that the various Ghouls would avoid heading deeper into the forest when possible. It was as good of a direction as any in his mind, and at this point he just needed a plan. A good decision now is better than a perfect decision later. Besides, worse comes to worst I can just hide in a tree until morning.

Decision made, Elijah began jogging deeper into the forest. Minutes after he left the Ghoul Bear’s corpse, he received the alert that the Dungeon Event had begun and the entire forest descended into Chaos. Everywhere he could hear the sounds of Ghouls beginning to brawl with each other. The distinctive screeches of the Ghoul Raptors intermingling with the squeaks of Ghoul Rats and gruff grunts of Ghoul Boars. Somewhere in a tree above he heard the chittering of a Ghoul Raccoon, something he had only seen once or twice before.

All he could do was continue to run. Avoid staying in one place and becoming the center of attention while he trusted in his armor and magic to keep him safe. Far off in the distance he heard the howl of wolves and assumed they would be making their way into this now unclaimed territory soon enough.

#

That howling is a problem, Niels thought to himself as he continued to scan the surroundings. As far as he could tell, nothing too destructive was going on out there. Seba had made his way back when the event started, and with good reason. The forest was going absolutely mad and none of his companions would be particularly safe alone out there. It was also why the howling concerned him.

Niels was the party leader for a reason, but he was only one man. It would be hard to deal with multiple capable enemies working together and coming from different directions. I’ll just have to deal with tonight being a bitch.

As he thought that, he felt something. Like a whisper just barely within audible range. A slight, echoing feeling of something just lightly pressing against him. He began swirling a small tornado between his hands as he turned in the direction of the feeling. What the hell is that?

“Incoming, my eleven o’clock.” His message was carried by the wind with a simple flick of his magic, sure to reach each of his team’s ears despite the noise filling the night air.

#

While running deeper into the forest, Elijah began to feel…something. It was almost like the feeling he had for blood within his Aura Spell’s range, but more emotional in nature. Like he was feeling another being’s defiance or something. That’s weird. What in the world is that?

Deciding this new feeling had to be related to the crown, and lacking any other clues of where to go in his desperate flight, he changed course toward the source of this feeling. Ghouls ambushed him, chased him, and died by his sword as he ran into the night. Not as many as he would have expected though, given the insanity right outside his view. It was as though something was holding them back.

It was as he was contemplating this that something changed. He crashed through a bush, deciding it was easier to force his way through than try to go around, and found himself in a small clearing. In it was the strangest sight he had ever seen. A pillar of ice rose from the very center of the clearing with a man on top. He had his arm cocked as though about to lob a baseball and was glaring down at him. Around the pillar was a small wall and Elijah could see two other heads peaking out from behind it. Various structures filled the rest of the clearing and he could see the bodies of different types of ghouls in between the many obstacles.

As he was taking this in the man on the pillar called out to him, “Who, exactly, are you?”
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        Chapter 16: End of Solitude

    
    
    
    
                The Adventurer’s Guild’s importance in the advancement of Earthlings in The New Age cannot be overstated. It is only thanks to them that such a large number of the Beta Testers survived as long as they did. Rescue operations, training, and employment are only the beginning of what this group provided. Without the organization and its members’ generous assistance, it seems unlikely that the transition would have been so comparatively kind to us. - History of a New Age, pg 78

In the hours following her encounter with the Certilia Matriach, Asher had had the most relaxing evening she had ever experienced in the dungeon. No fear of being set upon by vicious little predators if she decided to take a slow walk on the black sand of the lava lake. No stitches in her sides from hours of continuous fleeing. No constant low-grade headache from continuous spellcasting. It was incredible how many aches and pains she had learned to ignore as time passed.

Not to say there were absolutely zero threats. She had seen signs of something under the surface of the flaming lake more than once. She assumed more of the Certilia Matriarchs, but who knew for sure. Maybe this area was home to some kind of fiery variant of those man-eating catfish from Earth.

“You are referring to the Kali River Goonch Catfish attacks mistress. Though I must note that it was never conclusively proven that one of those creatures was responsible for the attacks.”

“Thank you, Bob. Guess there isn’t much point in worrying about animals that potentially ate humans in my old world when I am in an area with proven would be man-eaters now. Still, that would be something interesting to see. A twenty-foot-long catfish that swallowed people whole when they wandered too close to the lava.”

“You do not have the requisite permissions for me to confirm or deny such a monsters presence mistress.”

Uninterested in continuing down that particular rabbit hole, Asher decided to ignore Bob’s comment for the time being. She would need to get an identification skill or something one day, an ability that would allow Bob to help her out more. For now, she would simply enjoy not being hunted for once.

The dungeon really was quite beautiful sometimes, when you had the time to just look around and the ash clouds weren’t getting in the way. Something about the warring colors of yellow, red, and orange mixing and flowing in the massive lake was mesmerizing, soothing her as she simply let her brain shut off for a while. The black sand and obsidian blocks of the beach created a beautiful gleaming mirror for the light of the lava to reflect against. Splashes of color in various areas full of flowering cacti and rainbow colored Anisodrach zipping through the air added points that drew the eye. Then she saw something odd.

Things had been so hectic this entire time that she had never had a chance to really observe the sky. She had remembered seeing points of light and the fuzzy circle of the sun in the past, but now she had time to really look at it. The sun didn’t seem quite right and everything from the clouds to the birds was a little fuzzy, like she was looking through glasses that had a slightly wrong prescription or were smudged full of fingerprints. It gave the sky an almost artificial feel.

“What’s going on up there, Bob?” She called out lazily.

“You have noticed the dungeon’s Mana Horizon mistress. It is strange, but very few Beta Testers notice it without having it pointed out to them. Essentially that distortion is the point where the dungeon no longer holds ultimate sway over the surrounding mana. This causes a noticeable, and very quick, decrease in mana density at the edge of the territory. The inequality between the external and internal mana levels is enough to cause mirages not unlike heat waves. The-”

It was good to see Bob getting excited about a subject again, but she really didn’t have it in her to listen to the specifics of how such a thing worked. Before he could pick up too much speed on his rambling lecture, she interrupted him “Thank you Bob, that is interesting to know. Anything in particular on how that could affect me?”

“Mostly this just means that the dungeon is able to influence the weather and appearance of the sky within its domain. It might cause an area to be perpetually rainy or turn a beach into a snowy tundra. Moons may be added or subtracted from the night sky to increase or decrease light. The sun might appear closer, brighter, and hotter than it actually is. Generally, there is little danger or threat related to a dungeons manipulation of its Mana Horizon.”

“Thanks Bob.”

After that Asher decided to spend some of her accumulated Evolution Points on something frivolous. For five or six points she could create a multicourse feast worthy of a three-star restaurant (when questioned Bob had been very clear that a master of a craft could always create a superior version of a product if they had the right materials) and she intended to celebrate her accomplishments. She had been subsisting for far too long on bugs and snakes as she worked to scrape together and save every point possible in hopes of escaping her situation even a day sooner. Now Scarface would make that up to her with the points he had provided.

She even got a bottle of wine. A nice Pinot Noir, Sarah’s favorite. Sarah…Well she guessed that there had been some benefits of being under constant pressure and unable to take the time to think about other things. Hopefully Sarah was alright somewhere out in this new world. Asher just needed to grow strong enough to find her.

The meal was bittersweet after that. A celebration of one tiny step of the many she would need to accomplish her goals. She needed to get stronger, would get stronger, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t celebrate her accomplishments so far. She was alive and as long as that was true, she could continue to grow.

#

Her night’s sleep in another of the cactus patches had been rather fitful. She wasn’t used to having time to actually sleep, too used to catching small naps here and there. Just enough to keep her going. When she eventually woke, the sun was high in the sky and she could feel every muscle in her body tightening up after the longest time she had spent unmoving in weeks. Despite her body’s stiffness, mentally she felt well rested and ready for the day. That first stretch was quite possibly the best feeling she had ever experienced in this life. Heh, at least I can make jokes about having died.

She lazily made herself breakfast and began to make a plan for the day. “What do you think Bob? Keep following the coast? See if something interesting shows up?”

“That seems like a good plan given the information at your disposal mistress.” The returning answer was flat, almost pessimistic.

“Would it kill you to cheer up Bob? It’s a good day. We are going to do great.”

#

By the end of the day, she regretted jinxing herself like that. Nothing had gone wrong per say. No monster attacks, traps, or sudden bursts of lava. The problem was, she hadn’t found anything either. Between the heat haze, the small amounts of ash, and the succulents breaking off her line of sight, she couldn’t actually see that far along the coast at any given time. It made it hard to tell how far around the lake she had made it, but given she couldn’t see the far side she imagined it had to be huge. That meant this was going to take some time. If there was even anything to actually find. It was a constant frustration, an itch in the back of her mind that she was wasting time.

Her impatience was just getting the better of her caution, urging her to try to find a way out into the lava lake, when something finally changed. She had spent most of the morning working her way out onto the tip of what had turned out to be a peninsula. The center of the outcrop was covered by a rather tall group of succulents, originally leading her to believe she was still on track with the lake’s overall coastline. By the time she realized she was basically taking a massive detour, it had been easier to keep working toward the tip of the landmass and avoid trying to push through the thick growth of spiny plants.

When she eventually made it to the end of the peninsula, she immediately noticed something was different about the next stretch of beach. As she had noted in the past, small islands and isthmuses broke up the lake and formed land bridges to allow one to work their way deeper into the dungeon. The closest they had ever gotten was maybe thirty feet off the coast, too far for her to jump to. She had never seen a place where these narrow strips of obsidian actually connected to the beach. Until now.

The isthmus widened greatly as it connected with the beach that led away from the peninsula she currently stood on, forming a sort of long and thin bay. On the opposite side of the bridge was a second bay formed off the other side of the isthmus with a shorter, more claw-like peninsula. The entire structure served to rather effectively obscure the point where someone could begin journeying out onto the lake, hiding the wide entrance onto the isthmus. While the bridge out on the lake was maybe twenty or thirty feet across, the entrance section was easily two hundred feet wide. Tidepools of lava pockmarked the entire width of the entrance onto the isthmus and created a dangerous obstacle course for anyone who wished to dare the center of the dungeon.

As she watched, Asher saw a Certilia Matriarch climb out of one of the pools and wander a short distance before submerging herself in a new pool. Looking closer, she saw evidence of the matriarch claiming, or at least frequenting, large swathes of the isthmus entrance. Claw marks and small dig sites. A wandering group of younger Certilia that appeared to be learning to hunt by chasing the swarms of Emberwings that called the area home.

Even that was not the most interesting thing in the area though. At least not to her. No, the most interesting thing was the simple metal signs that seemed to have been driven into the ground at regular distances along this part of the beach. They were a distinctly artificial addition to a dungeon that had been all about nature so far in her journey.

Working her way down the other side of the isthmus took her several hours, but they seemed to pass in the blink of an eye. Her excitement about what the signs might say was overpowering. At any other point in her life, she would likely have laughed at her own desperation to reach something that was likely either bureaucratic nonsense or educational information about the location. She had been alone for at least a month and a half at this point though. She craved any kind of communication with another fully sentient being, and a simple sign would do for now.

#

The start of the sign was exactly what she expected, a warning. The actual wording was more exciting than something she might have expected back on earth, but it was still just a warning. “Danger! Dungeon Center Northeast Entrance. Danger! From this point on this dungeon is considered E rank. Members of the Adventurer’s Guild are forbidden from entering this area without being part of an E or higher ranked party.”

The next section was a cause for celebration though, and literally made her truly scream out in joy. “For additional information on the following part of The Blighted Basin, please visit the Northeast Dungeon Camp. Simple lodgings available.”

If this was right, she would be able to see people again. She could sleep in an actual bed of some kind! Even a cot or air mattress would be an improvement over her current sleeping conditions. Hell, I might even be able to take a shower!

Thankfully the sign had instructions on how to reach this Adventurer’s Guild camp. Apparently, it was located in a permanent ash clearing maybe thirty minutes away from the beach at a normal walking pace. There were descriptions of a few other clearings in the area and their general relation to the camp to help find it as well. The route itself was fairly easy to find, having been smoothed out - nearly paved really - by an earth mage when the camp was constructed. The route was only two people wide though, making it easy to miss if you did not start out on the path. Additionally, the message warned that the dungeon would slowly revert the mage’s changes so she needed to be careful of rough spots. Supposedly the guild provided regular maintenance to prevent that, but they made no guarantees.

#

Rebecca had been enjoying a relaxing drink with Alejandro, trading information with him about the goings on of the dungeon. Apparently at least one pack of Certilia had been rather excitable for the last several weeks, chasing some unknown prey through a large swath of the dungeon. The Adventurer’s Guild hadn’t received any alerts or requests for aid, so they had been content to leave the creatures alone. Because of the danger though, the Northeast Dungeon camp had been rather barren lately.

It made Alejandro’s life boring, but rather easy. The tall, grey-haired man with a closely trimmed beard and an abundance of laugh lines was a retired adventurer who had taken a job with the guild running this particular encampment. Most people would consider an assignment in a lava field surround by voracious wildlife to be a punishment detail, but Alejandro usually considered it a “break from the hustle and bustle of society”. Not that she could blame his rather laid-back attitude. In his prime, he had been a C+ rank earth mage, easily powerful enough to wipe out this entire dungeon if he wanted to.

She almost envied his position. No spring chicken herself, conducting practice dungeon runs with newbies was only half a step from taking a retirement gig. She wasn’t that old, and looked significantly younger than she actually was, but she could use a decade or two away from the adventuring life.

Rebecca had entered the dungeon with a team of newbies, fresh out of training, and had come down from the northern entrance. Entirely avoiding the issue off the rogue Certilia swarm, which had mostly been contained in the eastern bit of the dungeon, she had been rather surprised by the abundance of room at the camp. Only two other parties had been present, each significantly smaller than her own group’s dozen and change members.

The Green Dawn party was a more defensively oriented party than was the norm, but had built a reputation as dependable during their stay in the Zoramir Kingdom. Due to their party’s original formation in the Republic of Chrix, there had been some small amount of mistrust at first. Thankfully, their fair prices and honest nature had quickly helped them overcome the rumors of shortchanging and unfair business practices. Habits not uncommon to see Chrix citizens being accused of. The riches that The Land of Blessed Earth offered were often a source of envy and greed. Course most of the party isn’t even from Chrix, but when has that ever stopped the idiots and rumor mills.

The Red Lynx party, on the other hand, was party of youngsters. More experienced than her own recruits, but only marginally more capable. Mostly F and F+ rank, but with an E- rank leader. They had been active for about a year and a half now, slowly building their strength in the hopes of becoming an official E- rank party. That would open a lot of doors for them and allow them to begin making some real coin. Unfortunately for them, they weren’t quite there yet by her estimate. Another six months before they’re ready for their exam I would say.

It was as she was leaning over to ask Alejandro his own opinion on the other parties when someone knew came stumbling in from the ash. It was a girl, maybe just shy of six feet tall and towering over Rebecca’s own five-foot-five height. The girl was deeply tanned, with an olive skin tone and bright, shoulder length red hair unlike anyone Rebecca had seen in the camp. Even without the hair, Rebecca felt like she would have noticed someone so…ragged…running around the camp.

The girl’s clothes, once apparently fine clothing, were now nearly torn to shreds and she had heavy bags under her eyes. Over her shredded top and shorts, she wore a cloak that seemed to be made from Certilia hide, a common item in this area but still well known for its defensive properties. An undersized pack of fine leather hung from one shoulder, large bumps bulging out as it was apparently stuffed to the absolute limit. Meanwhile, a large canteen with the glow of an enchantment sat at her hip. Her staff was basic, but serviceable, and she clung to it desperately in her exhaustion. Scratches covered every exposed inch of her, as if she had simply been pushing her way through the cacti patches in her way.

Despite that, a smile split her face when she saw them and her green eyes burned with satisfaction. Her wiry build practically blazed with an aura of victory and joy. Rebecca could literally feel the sense of accomplishment coming off of her thanks to one of her emotion magic sensory abilities. This girl had been through a trial and come out of it stronger than ever before. Rebecca approved of her already.

As the girl approached, Rebecca called out to her. “Hey, girl! What are you doing out here alone? The guild doesn’t allow anyone under D+ rank to explore this dungeon alone.”

That wasn’t strictly true. The outer part of the dungeon was available for even D- rank adventurers to solo hunt in. She wanted to see how this newcomer would respond though. She got her answer when the girl locked eyes with her and projected unwavering confidence as she walked into easy talking distance.

“I’ll admit it was tough at first, but I’ve been doing just fine out there! I’m not some helpless kid.” The beginning was upbeat, and the impressive attitude was only slightly diminished the rather relieved tone she ended with, “Good to see another person though, I was getting a little lonely out there.”

“Oh? How long you been wandering around out here kid?” Rebecca was betting on a week, maybe two. Enough for a greenhorn to prove their own strength to themselves, see their limits, and be happy to have an easy way back out.

The strangers next words had her staring though, “I’m not really sure. At least a month and half, but you kind of lose track of it eventually. Hard to keep days straight in your mind when you are being chased all the time.”

At the mention of being chased, Rebecca saw Alejandro stiffen up. His voice, calm and scratchy, cut in. “Chased? What do you have following you into the camp kiddo? I’ll need to make the right preparations.”

Alejandro seemed concerned, and Rebecca couldn’t figure out why. With his Tremorsense ability he should have easily detected any terrestrial monster trying to get to the camp from a mile or more out. None of the flying monsters in the dungeon were a real threat, so it wasn’t like any danger could escape his senses. Unless the fact he couldn’t sense anything was exactly what had him worried.

The girl’s next words instantly calmed him, and she knew she had guessed correctly. “Nothing, saw the little pains off already. Sent the remainder running back home to their mother. Got a nice new cloak out of it.”

Rebecca’s eyes widened a bit at that, but she was a master of emotions and didn’t allow any other signs of her shock to appear. It would be possible for a few of her recruits to manage the same, but none of them were a guarantee. It would also be wildly beyond any reasonable expectation for them. As far as she could tell, this kid wasn’t that much older and had probably received less trained. At least now they knew what had had the Certilia in such an uproar.

“Nice work kiddo. Have a beer on the house.” Apparently, Alejandro had a similar assessment to herself. He generally guarded his small stash of alcohol jealously, unwilling to part with it for anything less than exorbitant sums. A free beer was practically unheard of.

The mention of beer seemed to perk the girl up a bit. “You know, I’m not usually a fan of beer but that sounds absolutely heavenly. Got anything that would mix well with tequila?”

Reaching into her bag, the girl pulled out a large bottle of the stuff. Rebecca couldn’t help but be disappointed in the girl at this point. It was never a good sign when an adventurer was running around with a bottle of hard liquor. Alejandro frowned in obvious agreement with her.

Catching on, the girl quickly tried to explain, “I, uh, wasn’t exactly planning to be thrown into something like this when I packed it. Haven’t taken a sip the entire time I was out here because, well, it seemed like a pretty obviously bad idea. Still, it would be a shame to just, you know, waste it…”

Nodding slightly to Alejandro, Rebecca let him know her Lie Detection hadn’t caught any falsehoods in her words. That just made the entire situation even stranger though. Nobody just wandered into a Dungeon by accident. Then she corrected herself. Well, almost no one.

Grunting at her explanation, Alejandro cut right to the point. Not exactly her style, but Rebecca could respect his dislike for small talk. “How the hell’d you end up out here if you didn’t mean to be kiddo?”

The girl wasn’t very good at hiding her emotions, much too open in her facial expressions. The instant widening of her eyes and slight “o” of her mouth let them know she was scrambling to come up with an answer, but when it eventually came she was once more surprised to get no reaction from her Lie Detection.

“I am not a hundred percent certain. I kind of just woke up out in the ash cloud…Didn’t make it a day before accidentally pissing off a Certilia pack, so I haven’t had a lot of time to consider it.”

“Damn kiddo, must have been tough. Gotta say I am impressed though. Not many survive a dungeon unprepared.” Alejandro had always had a soft spot for kids like this. Who didn’t though? Capable without being boastful and achieving impressive feats despite the odds stacked against them. That sort of story never lost its shine.

Jumping in herself, she gave the same praise. “Alejandro’s right, you should be proud you managed to do so well. Incidents of individuals accidentally entering dungeons are rare, but exceedingly lethal. Just living means you’ve done something incredible.”

Realizing that she and Alejandro had never bothered to introduce themselves, she leapt up from her seat and walked over with hand extended. “I’m Rebecca and the old man over there is Alejandro, like I said earlier.”

“Who you calling an old man, you aren’t more than a decade or so my junior!” Alejandro cried out in feigned indignation.

Grinning at his outburst, Rebecca turned back to the newcomer, “Anyway kid, what should we call you?”

“Asher, my name’s Asher. It’s a pleasure to meet you both. Any chance I could get that beer from you Alejandro?”

#

After everyone introduced themselves, the three spent the next hour or so trading stories and small talking. Nothing major, nothing about monsters or dungeons, just stories. Rebecca would tell jokes and stories about her friends, family, and pet dog. Alejandro, when he occasionally popped in, would mention beautiful forests or rivers that he had visited throughout his life.

Between the stories, Asher picked up a few important pieces of information. Apparently The Blighted Basin was a fairly popular dungeon located in the Zoramir Kingdom, about three months journey from the boarder with The Republic of Chrix. They were about a week’s hike from Baramel, a city known for its glasswork. Supposedly the entire area was full of beautiful beaches, lakes, and rivers when you weren’t in the volcanic hellscape of the dungeon.

Asher was honestly amazed by how…normal it all seemed. Until Alejandro pushed one of his long sleeves up to show a scar he had gotten trying to carve wood once. Running along the arm was what appeared to be a vein of black marble.

Alejandro only grinned at her widening eyes. “What’s the matter kiddo, never seen a Hameptra before? Means “stoneblood” in the old tongue, for obvious reasons. We’re a fairly rare lot. Gotta have a bit of Deep Dwarf in you and a real close affinity with earth magic. Course, nowhere near as rare as Rebecca. Don’t see many Somna Fae outside the Dream.”

That had resulted in Rebecca showing off a bit. Apparently the short, plump woman’s thick black curls of hair were hiding long, pointed ears that stretched nearly to the back of her skull. That wasn’t all though. Beneath her bright, multicolored cloak that was decorated with a swirling, mesmerizing pattern, the woman hid a pair of dragonfly-esque wings. They were covered in scales that seemed to match her cloak, resulting in a riot of color easily capable of overwhelming the senses.

Combined with the woman’s Light magic, she became something like a living disco ball sparkling in every color of the rainbow. Rebecca said she wore it because it helped her with some of her spells, but Asher thought the woman also just liked the attention-grabbing aspects of the cloak. Not that Asher could say anything about the flashiness of anyone else’s magic.

Well, she was in a new reality. It was obvious she would be surprised to run into non-human sentient beings, it wasn’t something her life had ever prepared her for. She really shouldn’t have been though. The voice had said that “racial spawn points” had been rearranged after all. Who knew what other types of sentient beings might be out there?

Suddenly coming back to the moment, she realized Rebecca was staring at her expectantly. Obviously, she had missed a question directed her way. “I’m sorry, what was that?”

“I said I’ll be taking my kids back out of the dungeon in two days, so you don’t need to worry about working your way back out of the dungeon. Once we’re out, I can take you back to the guild and see about reconnecting you with any family or friends you have in the area.”

Asher was silent for a moment, considering the offer. It was the safe thing to do. The smart thing. She wanted to see what else this dungeon had to offer, the power that Bob and the system had promised she could find here, but she could always come back. Return when she was more prepared. More capable. She’d made it this far though, hadn’t she? Why shouldn’t she push herself a little more? She had thrived off the pressure this place had put on her. A day or two of rest at this camp, and she’d be in the best state she’d ever been in to push even further.

“I don’t think I am going to head back,” as she talked, Asher could already see Rebecca’s face hardening. She wasn’t going to let Asher take what she saw as a dumb risk. Speaking quickly before she could be interrupted, Asher continued, “I’m not ready to give in yet. I haven’t hit my limit yet and I know I can go further. I need to see how far I can make it. Please.”

Alejandro chuckled wryly at her words and Rebecca’s expression softened before she began to respond. “I know, but I don’t think you realize just how much more dangerous it gets from here. A swarm of Certilia is nothing compared to the stuff you would face out on the lake. I can’t in good consciousness send you out to die, you have to know that.”

Seeing an opening, a chance to get Rebecca to agree to let her continue in the dungeon, Asher quickly pressed for more information, “So, what would it take for you to feel like I am safe enough to continue? That you aren’t just watching me kill myself when I walk out there?”

Rebecca gave a long, soft sigh as she looked into Asher’s eyes. Then she seemed to come to a decision. “Tell you what kid. I told you earlier that there are two other parties in this camp right?”

“Yeah. Green Dawn and Red Lynx, right?”

“Those are the ones. Red Lynx is a younger party. Good, but also aware of their limits. They are resting up before heading back out of the dungeon tomorrow morning. Green Dawn on the other hand, I hear they plan to continue further in. At least until they hit the Central Caldera. From what I know, they’re a reliable team. They have problems completing some missions that call for a lot of offensive power, but they and their charges rarely suffer injury. You convince them to take you on as a temporary teammate, to let you tag along, and I’ll let you.” Rebecca gave Asher a small, seemingly encouraging smile.

After a brief pause to make sure her terms had sunk in, Rebecca continued on, “The rest of the dungeon really does require a team if you are any lower ranked than Alejandro or myself. I still encourage you to give leaving the dungeon a thought. The Green Dawn party is good, but there are no guarantees of safety in a dungeon. Even if they do take you on, I definitely discourage all of you from attempting to challenge the Central Caldera. Not unless you all improve quite a bit while traveling across the lake. Still, I think you would be safe enough in their care.”

Grinning broadly, Asher agreed to Rebecca’s terms. She wasn’t ready to give up yet, and she thought she could show Green Dawn she had plenty to offer them. “Thanks Rebecca. I’ll go talk to them now.”

#

“At least our level to take this place on solo huh? Little bit of an over exaggeration, don’t you think? Basin ain’t that dangerous.” Alejandro’s tone was soft, but showed he’d noticed her trying to nudge the kid out of continuing.

“Maybe, but you know kids. If you don’t make the wall out to be twenty feet tall, they’ll think you’re exaggerating when you say it’s ten feet.”

“I think you’re just worried about the kiddo because you see a bit too much of your own adventuring spirit in her. Reminds you of some of the dumb chances you took when you were a green horn.”

“Quiet you, just because you taught me the ropes doesn’t mean I haven’t gotten better than you in the time since.”


END OF PART 1: REBORN

            

    
        Interlude 1: The Voice of the Herald

    
    
    
    
                King Jugo the Third had been enjoying his day. His prophets and soothsayers foresaw great fortune in his kingdom’s future after his recent discovery. Perhaps more importantly than wealth, they had also seen his land gain in power. Power to rise from a third-rate oft-forgotten kingdom to a true monolith. The achievement wouldn’t even cost him anything. Not if he was careful how he went about things.

If he managed his goal his people would be safe, well fed, and happy. They would not need to worry about some larger, more powerful kingdom announcing trade tariffs or making aggressive military action. His nobles would be able to stop pinching every penny and work to turn their cities into edifices of modern greatness. Every member of the nation would gain wealth beyond anything they had hoped for and he himself would be absolutely drowning in gold.

Yes, the future was looking bright. Right up until his steward had crashed through the doors into his personal quarters, sweating dripping from his brow and gasping for breath. For a moment Jugo debated punishing the man on pure principle, but whatever he had come for would be incredibly important to drive him to this state. Liam was shorter than Jugo by almost an entire head, nearly twenty years his senior, and rather portly. All considered, Jugo could count on one hand the number of times he had seen the steward moving at anything faster than a dignified stroll.

“My Lord! You must make your way to the Throne Room! Immediately!” The man took just long enough to gasp the words out before doubling over, his lifestyle and age betraying him.

The words sent another brief flash of rage through Jugo’s mind, but he contained his wrath to nothing more than a slight steel in his voice as he responded. “Steward, I am King of this nation and you would do well to remember that. There is nothing that I must do. Now who has come to visit us?”

Paling slightly at the tone, Liam forced his breathing under control and dropped to one knee. “I apologize my Lord. A Voice of the Herald of the Storm requests a meeting. She awaits you in your Throne Room.”

Liam’s words sent ice through Jugo’s veins. His annoyance with the man was instantly snuffed out, replaced by fear. The Herald of the Storm had true strength and wide-ranging influence. Far more than any great power in his or any of the surrounding nations. A being strong enough to freely travel the entire world without fear of attack. If one of her ten voices, each a favored servant personally selected and trained to deliver her messages to the world, had come it meant something important had happened. Something with global implications.

And he could only think of one think that met that description.

One day the visit of a mere voice would mean nothing, but not today. Today was far too early to dare raise a Voice of the Storm’s ire. If the Voice believed he didn’t respect their mistress, there wouldn’t be a city left. None of the Voices had done something like that in almost two centuries, but such demonstrations tended to leave a lasting impression. Better to be polite then wiped off the map.

“Give me a moment to put on something more appropriate for a guest such as this and we will return. Who is entertaining the Voice currently?”

“Lady Vell had begun a conversation with the honored Voice before I left. She has been studying weather patterns of the nation over the last few generations. The Voice seemed to take enjoyment in expanding Lady Vell’s education on the subject.”

That was a relief. If the Voice was enjoying herself, she would likely be more willing to give him the benefit of the doubt before she determined they needed a lesson in respect. If he was careful and did nothing to annoy her, she might even leave with a good impression of their nation. That would be enough to make them a dominant power in the area. No true powerhouse on a global scale, but beyond the reach of their more local rivals. Which of their neighbors would dare attack them if they had a Voice’s favor?

As he changed into a new set of clothes, a set usually reserved for multinational gatherings or important ceremonies, Jugo began to plan. “This is an opportunity Liam. Do everything in your power to prepare the most impressive gift we can for the Voice. Have it ready within the hour. We must send her on her way with something that will remind her of her enjoyment of Lady Vell’s company. Additionally, arrange a meeting between myself and Lady Vell. Depending how much favor she curries, we might need to tie her more tightly to the royal line.”

“Of course, my Lord, I will leave immediately.”

Liam had already begun backing out of Jugo’s personal quarters and the King called one more order at his retreating form, “And get the chefs to work! I don’t care on what, as long as it is delicious. Just tell them to get something suitable together for her. Whatever the expense!”

#

There were ten Voices of the Storm, but each was known only as Voice. At least as far Jugo knew. They obviously had names, if only to make gatherings between themselves easier, but anyone who had earned the privilege of learning one of the Voices’ names wasn’t sharing.  It made interacting with them unpredictable. They were, after all, very different individuals. Words that one might take as idle conjecture another might see as an unforgivable insult. Jugo was personally of the opinion this was a purposeful side effect, meant to keep those meeting with a Voice off balance.

The particular Voice visiting Jugo was a woman of medium height, her face hidden behind a golden mask. The majority of design was minimalistic, giving only the vague outline of a serene smile and high cheekbones. On her forehead a heavily stylized eye rested, with a rune sitting inside the pupil. The Sky’s Eye, the symbol of The Storm.

The rune was older than the Voices. Older than the Herald. So old that no one in his kingdom knew which had come first, The Sky’s Eye or The Storm. Officially the rune was simply a symbol of Storm Magic. It wasn’t uncommon to see it in even low-level Lightning Magic before an individual developed their own personal rune for their spells to adopt the form of. Unofficially though…There were only rumors of the amount of power required to tie oneself so indelibly to an entire branch of magic that your rune became synonymous with the element.

The woman was dressed in flowing white robes that seemed to move in a nonexistent breeze, covering almost any distinguishing features. Practical boots extending up to her knees covered her feet. Only her hands remained bare, dusky skin telling him that at least she was not one of the two voices known to be particularly sensitive to insults. Old records from his grandfather’s rule warned against angering a male Voice with red hair split by a pair of black horns and wide shoulders, while he himself had received word a decade or two ago of a voice with “fur as white as fresh fallen snow and eyes blue like a winter morning” that wiped out the entire royal line of a kingdom on the other side of the continent for insults to The Herald.

The Voice was near one of the large floor-to-ceiling windows toward the center of the throne room, deep in conversation with Lady Vell. She noticed the moment he entered of course, turning just barely toward him, but did not break from her conversation. While normally this would be an unforgivable insult, at the moment Jugo could only sigh in relief. That was a good sign and implied she did not hold anything against him for making her wait.

Forcing himself to smile widely as he approached her, Jugo spoke as brightly as he could manage. “Honored Voice, I hope you have not had to wait too long and trust that the company of the ever-impressive Lady Vell was satisfactory.”

Inclining her head lightly in greeting to him, the Voice said a few more quiet words to the lady before fully turning to him. As Lady Vell retreated from the room, the Voice responded. “It was a pleasure King Jugo. While I have not made as much of a study of natural sciences as some of my fellows, it is always a joy to share what knowledge I have with those seeking it.”

“On behalf of my people I thank you for your guidance, Lord Voice. It is the ultimate desire of myself and my family to raise this kingdom to the greatest heights we can manage and even a moment of your time is a near priceless treasure to us.”

 The Voice stared at him for a moment, and Jugo could feel every cell in his body seize up under her scrutiny. Then the moment passed and he could barely prevent a sigh of relief. “It is an admirable wish for a king, the betterment of their people. I am pleased my knowledge could be put toward such a goal. Now, it is best I pass on my message. There are many I must still visit today.”

Unable to keep the surprise out of his voice, Jugo spoke out, “Already? We had anticipated treating you to the finest delicacies of our nation before you left. Can you not stay a little while to enjoy our hospitality?”

The voice’s eyes glinted with barely contained chuckles and Jugo knew she had seen through his plan to attempt to gain her favor. Her voice reflected only mild amusement as she responded, “Unfortunately not, King Jugo. Each of the Voices was sent out to give a message to every nation, kingdom, and empire we could reach today. I have already almost exceeded the time I allotted for visiting your kingdom. This entire continent is under my purview today and there are only so many hours in the day.”

Jugo felt his heart drop at that statement. He had hoped to have more time before others realized what had happened. Still, he kept his face and voice neutral, “It must be something of extreme importance then. Please, speak that I might listen. If there is anything our humble kingdom could provide to the Herald, we shall accommodate the request to the best of our limited abilities.”

“Nothing so onerous, I assure you,” pausing to reinforce the importance of her words, the Voice’s tone changed. Jugo felt the magic in the air as the Voice of the Herald caused the very air to quake. Her words became heavy and imperious, each one reinforced with cracks of electricity arcing through the air. “Hear me King Jugo, for I speak the words of the Herald of the Storm. The time is upon us. The First Migration has come and those of ancient worlds have joined us. I task all that would listen to refrain from interfering with those that have migrated to our world. Allow them to integrate with your people and do not hinder them. I do not request you aide them, allow them to rise or fall by their own talent. If they break your laws, punish them accordingly. If they accomplish great things, reward them proportionally. Treat them as you would any other citizen. Let us see how these Beta Testers manage in our world. I do this in my name and declare them under my protection.”

Magic dispersing, the Herald seemed to shrink slightly and the air returned to normal. Jugo himself continued to shiver, awed by the incredible display of power. This was what his kingdom needed. Champions with strength like this. Then her words fully sunk in. The Herald wanted him to ignore the Beta Testers?

Their arrival had been a surprise, and he only knew about them already through coincidence and extreme good fortune. One of them had appeared at the entrance to the local dungeon, the one his soldiers used for training, just as his Guard Captain had entered with a fresh batch of recruits. It hadn’t taken much to realize what the man was.

The existence of the Beta Testers may not have been common knowledge, but anyone of any importance had at least heard of The Alpha Testers and their prophecy. Nobody knew when The First Migration would happen, but they knew it would be shortly followed by The Final Migration. That after the Migrations they would be expected to share their world with newcomers. That this land was not to be theirs, but a bunch of strangers. Vast parts of the world remained untamed and ready for colonization, but protected by magic left behind by the Alpha Testers in preparation for the Migrants.

And the Herald simply wanted the Kings and Queens of the continents to ignore these interlopers? He had to know more. See how far he could push this order.

“Lord Voice, if I might ask, are we being asked to avoid all contact with the Migrants or entirely ignore the situation? Their presence could start a panic in those unfamiliar with what is coming and I, for one, would like to make preparations for when the Final Migration begins.”

The Voice’s reply was imperious and hard edged, “The Herald asks that you not interfere in their purpose. They would not ask that you risk the safety of your people though. Make your preparations, but do not go overboard. The Herald is watching.”

“Of course, of course. If I might ask one final question Lord Voice?”

Jugo’s next question was dangerous. It would mean giving up on any chance of the Herald leaving with a positive impression. He doubted she would decide he was disrespecting the Herald though. The answer was important too. It was bad enough if only the Herald was granting the Beta Testers protection. If it was more than that though…

The Voice nodded, masked face making it hard to tell what her opinion on his request was, “Speak, King Jugo. Ask your question quickly, I must head to the Nation of Adamel soon.”

Wincing even as he said it, knowing no matter what this next bit would be poorly received, Jugo asked his question, “Does this order come from just the Herald of Storms? Or do they speak for their father as well?”

Instantly the temperature in the room plummeted. “Do you think so highly of yourself that you could ignore the Herald as just another individual in the Court of the Storm?”

Jugo could feel the indignation and rage of the Voice as a thousand crackles of static along his skin. He had made a mistake and if he did not talk quickly, this woman would destroy him. “Of course not! Forgive this foolish mortal for his mistake! I simply wished to ensure I understood the full gravity of the situation! If He was moving, I would fear for the coming years and make plans to safeguard my people! That is all! I swear it!”

It was true too. The Herald was powerful, but if He was moving to protect the Beta Testers…The only safety for his kingdom would be absolute and unquestioning obedience. Even that might not be enough to protect them if one of the neighboring kingdoms drew his ire. It was hard to smash just one ant in a swarm under your boot.

Releasing a contemptuous breath, the Voice returned to her former placid self. The only sign of her irritation was a slight steel in her words. A coldness that had not been there previously. “Rejoice, mortal. He still sleeps. The sky remains clear and nature smiles upon us.”

With a boom of thunder and a flash of light so intense it blinded him for long seconds, the Voice disappeared from her throne room. The carpet she had been standing on now had a charred circle and small pieces of burning fabric danced in the powerful gust that filled the room, though the wind quickly faded away. She should not have been able to do that, the castle had no less than three different wards to prevent teleportation and other forms of instant transportation.

Laughing weakly as he shook his head, Jugo could only wryly ask the empty room, “Since when did impossible matter to an S rank?”

#

Later that night, Jugo enjoyed the feast that had been meant for the Voice. By the time the message to cancel the meal had made it to the kitchen, the food had already been procured and Jugo had decided he would simply enjoy the meal himself. It was exquisite, far beyond what even he was used to as the King of Theln. Every time he thought of the conversation with the voice though, it tasted like ashes in his mouth.

“What do you wish to do my Lord?” Liam asked, as ever a calm voice of reason.

What did he want to do? He had to make a decision. It would be foolish to go against the Herald, at least in most cases. Would the rewards be worth it though? It was hard to say. They didn’t have all the information yet.

“Continue as we were for now. Ask him about what his old world was like. We’ve already broken the Herald’s decree and there is no point crying over spilled milk. We can’t afford to approach another though, not right now. We will see what this one knows and make our decision once we have a better picture of the benefits.”

“As you say my Lord. I will bring him his portion of the meal and see what I can learn.”

“Thank you, Liam.”

            

    
        Interlude 2: Wandering Horizons

    
    
    
    
                The Wandering Horizons party was first formed almost two decades ago when Kai Son of Ahiga and Norah Bladetooth met during their Adventure Guild Basic Training. Kai had been eager to prove himself a capable successor to his father, in his mind the very best the local Guild Chapter had ever produced. Norah craved a chance to force everyone to recognize her greatness. To spread word of the “might of a warrior of the sea”.

For months the two had competed for the top spot in their class. Kai would prove himself during a test of knowledge only for Norah to amaze their instructors with her magic. Norah would perfectly track a monster through miles of forest only for Kai to defeat her in their melee combat matches. The two hated each other. Right up until their combat instructor decided to start implementing team exercises.

Kai was too cautious. He wanted the perfect moment to act. For his plan to be prepared and every possible outcome known. Norah was too impulsive. She would charge in without a plan and rely on her talent to keep herself alive. It played out again and again when they competed against each other. If Norah could take Kai off guard with an unexpected strategy he would quickly fall into disorganization and she would crush him. If she ever tried a strategy a second time, or one that was too obvious, he would perfectly counter and she would be defeated in moments.

Then they worked together once. It ended in absolute disaster. The two butted heads on everything, right up until the very last minute of preparation. They failed the assignment, a monster hunt of a creature their instructors knew either one could have otherwise beaten without issue. As punishment for their bickering, and in an effort to help them address their individual weaknesses, the combat instructor forced them to permanently pair together.

The two that had previously been the top of the class quickly found themselves struggling with every challenge the instructor pitted against them. They couldn’t even complete a simple mission to collect herbs without breaking down into arguments about where to go or what places had already been searched. They weren’t fools though. Each saw their rival say things that were correct. Each was proven wrong. Each learned and improved.

Eventually they even talked without fighting.

The two learned they had much in common. Family members who had distinguished themselves and that each of them strove to meet the expectations of. A home where they were happy, but bored. Talent that meant they had rarely encountered difficulties and never been forced to confront the fact they may be wrong. A deep urge to see what the wider world held for them.

They graduated top of their class only a month and a half later. Fresh F+ rank adventurers, the two decided that the first thing they wanted to do was leave their coastal city and explore something new. One of the Termenos deep cities, or an Helfaran ruin. The destination wasn’t important to them, only that it was different and that they went together. Thus, the Wandering Horizons party was created.

#

Three years later, freshly promoted to E- rank, the two ran into Ananya. Talk and dusky skinned, with long, gorgeous locks of wavy black hair, Ananya lived a comfortable life as the daughter of the local armor smith. She was known as a wild child, as happy and comfortable running through the woods as she was in a new dress, arranging flowers for Omanash.

Norah knew she wanted Ananya on their team the first time she laid eyes on the girl, high in a tree enjoying the fruit her hard work had won. Her instincts told Norah that Ananya was the perfect addition to their budding team. Kai disagreed. She wasn’t even an adventurer and they had no idea if she wanted to be one. They knew nothing about her and they couldn’t afford to spend years training her.

Ananya herself was the one that broke their argument, learning that an unknown Cetros woman had been asking about her. When Ananya heard Norah say that she believed Ananya could be great, Ananya could not help but imagine herself leaving the hometown she had spent her entire life trapped within. Ananya had been born in Kirtipa, and she had always imagined herself living, growing old, and dying in Kirtipa. Now this stranger was offering a way out, something she had never even considered. It was a future that sounded far too wonderful to ignore.

Together Norah and Ananya convinced Kai to give her three months to train and prove herself. It was the longest Kai and Norah had stayed in one place since they formed Wander Horizons, but both were willing to ignore their wanderlust to see what Ananya was capable of.

Ananya was entirely untaught in combat. She had never had to fight in her life and it showed. What she did have to offer though, was incredible skill and knowledge in smithing that she had learned from her father. She was far superior than either of them at the maintenance and care of their equipment.

She was also, to Kai’s shock and Norah’s vindication, a capable practitioner of her Advanced Magic. She had inherited her father’s connection to Metal Magic and quickly proven herself a natural with its use. Her father had only ever used it to enhance his forging. Maybe move bars of unworked material from one side of the forge to the other. Ananya molded it like an artist sculpted clay. She could easily shift the material from shape to shape, something most with her magic type found difficult. They said the metal was stubborn, unwilling to change without good reason. Ananya would say they just didn’t know how to speak to it properly.

#

Ananya’s father and mother had been terrified when they had first heard what the strangers were offering their daughter. Later, they wept at the thought of her leaving when Kai told them he wished to invite Ananya into the Wander Horizons. Throughout it all though, they were so proud that their little girl was so special. That she would have her opportunity to grow beyond anything either of them had imagined.

They threw her a party the night before she left, one where the entire village came out and celebrated her future. As a going away present her mother gave her a beautiful salwar kameez of seafoam green with golden flowers patterning the edges. The long-sleeved dress split down the front and revealed pants of the same color under the skirt, specially tailored to give Ananya the freedom of movement she would need in her new life. Her mother had made it herself, spending the last month of Ananya’s training perfecting the dress as a keepsake to her daughter. She even used some of her hard-earned Evolution Points to enchant the finished dress, a last line of defense for her precious child.

Ananya’s father gifted her a tower shield. The greatest shield he had ever produced, created from materials he could only procure using the System’s shop. He wanted to gift her something that would keep her safe, but that was also a reliable tool in her new life.

Ananya accepted the gifts with tears in her eyes, promising to make her parents proud.

#

Djimon had been an orphan before Norah found him. When the priestess had introduced them, she had laughed and told him, “Preistess, you said his name is pronounced ‘Jai-mun’? What a strong name for such a powerful young hero. Truly a beautiful name, wear it well young Djimon.”

 It was one of the nicest things anyone had ever said to him. Desperate to prove himself to Norah, he had sought her out. He was sixteen at the time, too old to dream of adoption. Old enough to worry about his future. In Norah he saw an opportunity. A chance to leave this place full of people who had cared for him but never wanted him. Of places that had grudgingly accepted him.

When he eventually found the hotel that Wandering Horizons had chosen for their stay, it was not Norah that he found waiting for him. Instead, when he snuck his way in through an open window, it was Kai who sat waiting for him in a chair on the other side. The man had easily incapacitated the boy, tying him down and asking Djimon why he had decided to rob Kai’s party. Djimon could hardly blame him for the misconception, but he tried desperately to explain himself.

He wanted to know more about this mysterious woman who had shown up in robes blue and white like the ocean waves Djimon had heard about. A woman who the priests and priestesses in the small temple he called home treated with the utmost respect. He sought to learn what he could do to improve her opinion of him. When he had asked if Norah was some wandering sage or prophet, Kai had laughed so hard it had only ended when the desperate gasping breaths Kai took could no longer keep up with the oxygen Kai’s body demanded.

Kai had released him after that, saying that even if his story was made up he deserved freedom for such an incredibly joke. That had rankled Djimon’s pride, refusing to allow this unknown man to continue to spit on the image of the woman who had shown him such kindness. He had almost done something stupid, something that would have probably ended with him tied up on the floor again, when Norah had appeared from around a corner and smacked Kai on the back of the head for “bullying children”.

In the end, they had offered Djimon the same deal they had given Ananya a year and a half prior.  Three months to train with them and prove he could be of worth to the Wandering Horizons. Ananya herself had taken great pleasure in being on the opposite side of the sparing for once, easily trouncing Djimon in every confrontation.

Rather than in the middle of a fight, Djimon found his calling slipping around the edges. Picking out weakness and distraction and capitalizing on the moment. While Ananya had benefited greatly from Kai’s lessons on planning and preparation, Djimon found his strength in Norah’s style of instinct and unpredictability.

Outside of combat, he quickly became a highly capable tracker and hunter. Years of forced quiet and stillness while living at the temple helped him as he trained to be the perfect unseen observer. He found he liked the outdoors, far more comfortable there than he had ever expected after growing up in an Oasis City. He foresaw a day when he could be the unseen hunter. The hidden eyes on the enemies of his new family.

On the day he left the temple, the priestess presented him with a sturdy pair of boots and a hand sewn cloak for his journey. The cloak was a dark grey, near black, with darker swirls patterning the fabric. The sister had always believed Djimon would do great things in his future and was proud of him, asking that he write her at least once a year to let her know he was alright.

He did.

#

It was almost four years before the last member of the Wandering Horizons joined up. Freshly promoted to E rank, Kai wished to officially take on an apprentice. Ananya and Djimon were both capable students, but neither followed his path. Nor did either share his element, preferences, or temperament. Kai wished to find someone who he could train to be better than him in every way given time.

He spent two years on his search for the perfect student. While many in the areas he searched saw his prospective students as hopeless, incapable of meeting the rigors the adventuring life required because they had not grown up with the proper instruction, Kai saw them as a well of untapped potential. The elitism that his fellows displayed was not entirely unfounded. Fewer than fifty percent of individuals who did not receive training before twenty ever advanced beyond the F rank. Those that managed it were mostly those willing to set aside their pride and admit that they had reached the limit of what they could do alone.

Worse than that, the local “career family” adventurers often worked to prevent those under twenty from receiving quality training. Afraid their young scions and prodigies would be overshadowed by ‘nobodies lacking the proper backing’. Those that truly believed this where only a vocal minority, but their voice was far reaching without any families willing to take on the sole financial responsibility for training these raw recruits.

Knowing all this, if fell on the shoulders of a small handful of adventurers that were both willing and capable of training young recruits to pull the diamonds from the rough. He met hundreds of young Adventurer Guild recruits. Dozens of parents seeking to give their children the tutelage they would need to become successful adventurers. While no great power, he was a highly desired teacher for any youth without a family history to draw on for knowledge and training.

Then he met Emiko, a seventeen-year-old F rank adventurer freshly out of her basic training. The girl had finished middle of her class, unable to compete with the students that had hundreds of hours of experience thanks to their families. Her instructors had said she was bright, resourceful, and a good student. They noted that it was unfortunate she had not been given the opportunity to establish a proper foundation, or she would likely have hit C rank before she retired. With how things had turned out, they expected her to hit her limit at E.

Curiosity piqued, Kai decided to set up a meeting with her. She was everything he was looking for. A fire mage with notable foresight, highly capable when it came to analyzing the abilities of her opponents or the dangers of a challenge and formulating the perfect plan to deal with it. She had no experience with a sword, but that was alright. His student didn’t have to be exactly like him, just capable of surpassing him. His own master had preferred a bow after all.

Emiko had been suspicious at first, unsure what a career family adventurer would want with her. It took him almost two months to convince her he was serious with his offer. That he really did want to take her as far as her talents could get her. That it wasn’t all some cruel prank.

Her mother, a retired F+ rank adventurer, had given Kai her blessing and they left not a week later. Emiko took her mother’s hairpin and a charm her father had carried every day while he was still alive. She promised that when she returned, she would be the equal of every spoiled, pompous brat that had outperformed her in basic training. Within five years she would be.

#

The Wandering Horizons grew quickly with Emiko added to their ranks. They became a respected young party, believed to have a bright future. More than one branch of the Adventurer’s Guild attempted to tempt the party into becoming a more permanent fixture of their Guild Hall. Each Guild Master and Branch Head was disappointed when they were inevitably turned down. The Wandering Horizons never lost sight of their groups greatest wish: to see everything the world had to offer.

Over the course of a decade of travel as a full party, the group visited more than a dozen nations across two continents. They experienced deserts, island paradises, jungles, and ice fields.  Ancient cities fallen to ruin, untouched wilderness, and modern marvels of magic and engineering. They traveled using everything from common trade caravans to ancient teleport gates to state of the art flying ships. All of that only fed their wanderlust, making them wish to discover even more.

On the eleventh anniversary of becoming a complete party, Norah and Kai broke into the D ranks when the Guild took note of a spree of perfectly handled jobs the Wandering Horizons had taken. They were promoted by virtue of meritorious accomplishments above and beyond their assigned ranks rather than the more common Advancement Tests. Their new ranking meant Norah and Kai were considered powerhouses in their own right, in the top half of all adventurers. Most of them years Norah or Kai’s seniors. Their party, in turn, was promoted to E+ rank.

That wasn’t enough for Kai, though. He believed they could push Wandering Horizon’s assigned categorization into the D ranks within a year or two. An achievement that would launch their group’s reputation sky high. They would go from being known as a capable young party with a bright future to a talented party of exceptional skill.

With that in mind, he began plotting the route the group would follow over the next year and a half. He planned for the party to conquer four dungeons at the D+ rank, each noted by the locals as being challenging and capable of pushing any party of the same rank that decided to enter. After their self-imposed gauntlet, they would apply with the guild for an Advancement Test. Kai even believed he knew the perfect dungeon for them to be tested in, Serpents’ Cave. A complex maze of underground tunnels overgrown with roots and vines that was home to large numbers of serpentine monsters.

When Kai brought his plan to the rest of the party, he was met by doubt. Djimon, Ananya, and Emiko all believed that the party had only accomplished as much as they had due to Norah and Kai’s capabilities. That the rest of them were there simply to support those two. If the two of them, there aces, were D- Rank, how could the party as a whole hope to match up? They believed such a feat was hopeless right up until Norah made her opinion known.

Norah firmly believed that even if each of the other three had simply started off as their trainees, they had long since moved past such a status. They may not have been as accomplished as Kai and Norah, but they had proven themselves capable companions. She agreed they could manage Kai’s vision if they pushed themselves hard enough. Their party had always been greater than the sum of its parts because all of them were intimately familiar with each other’s fighting style in a vast range of circumstances.

Norah argued that the three junior members of the party had never had the same level of exposure to the wider adventurer lifestyle, but most parties were far more specialized and far less close. It was rare for an adventurer team to stay together longer than four or five years, with comradery breaking down when they inevitably advanced at differing rates. Their party was different.

Each member of the party had joined at the very beginning of their journey. They hadn’t simply formed a party that covered each other’s weakness, they had purposefully grown themselves to cover any gap in the party’s abilities. It made them far more cohesive and far more capable as a group than most could compete with. It was the sort of party that made up the very best in the guild. The three of them did not cover for Norah and Kai’s weaknesses, they added their own strengths. Their contributions were what made Wandering Horizon great, rather than just good.

There wasn’t much that the other three could say after that. They agreed to the plan and had a night of feasting and drinking to celebrate. Then next day they set out to enact Kai’s grand plan.

#

The first three dungeons went without a hitch. Each was a challenge, but one just within their ability to handle. They grew and adapted, becoming even better than they had been. These dungeons were the absolute limit of difficulty that E+ could be, and by the end of each they had proven themselves capable of handling anything the dungeon could challenge them with.

The Ice Flows was a dungeon full of blizzards and half frozen rivers dividing large swathes of snow filled tundra. While the monsters were a little weak for a dungeon of its rank, survival in such a habitat was incredibly difficult. Most adventurers avoided the place because it offered no rewards or challenges that could be directly faced, only unforgiving wind and frozen ice determined to leech the heat from its victims and leave them frozen husks buried in its drifts. The environment was easily the equal of most D rank dungeons, helping them learn to deal with indirect dangers.

In comparison, the Slaughter Pits was the exact opposite. An array of simple canyons and pits filled with clear streams and edible plants. With the mild climate and comfortable breeze that filled the dungeon, it would have made an idyllic resting place. If not for the vast hordes of monsters that called the place home. Each monster individually was fairly weak, but their sheer numbers made it hard to ever have a chance to recover. Very similar to how a D rank dungeon may deploy its soldiers.

The third dungeon had been a Boss Rush dungeon. The Crystal Caverns was the smallest dungeon they challenged during their push for D rank, only fifteen chambers in total. The first was the entrance and the last was the reward chamber. The other thirteen were earth and crystalline monsters of increasing difficulty that could have each served as a final boss in most other dungeons of the same rank. The final boss was even pushing at the edge of the E rankings, a Diamondscale Behemoth. The beast would have been the match of weaker D- rank monsters, but lacked the intelligence those at a higher ranking might display.

The party proved themselves throughout each challenge, matching and exceeding even Kai’s demanding expectations. Standards most would have considered sadistic and unfathomable. He and Norah could barely express the amount of pride the two had for their younger companions. Companions who were certain to earn advancements of their own in Serpents’ Cave.

#

The final dungeon in their gauntlet was Archimedes’ Labyrinth. The Dungeon was noted for being a step above even any of the dungeons they had challenged previously, with many fresh D rank parties using it to hone their skills. Because of the high difficulty of the place and its predilection for traps, the dungeon should have suffered in popularity. Instead, the dungeon was a popular location for lower ranked adventurers as well. The outer area of the dungeon, before entrance into the mountain, barely broke into the E rank and offered above average rewards. All resulting in the outer limits of the dungeon being a popular hunting grounds for new E rankers. The place was, in many ways, considered an ideal dungeon.

Or it should have been. Instead, when they had arrived in the area, the local guild, local being a relative term since the closest city was almost three weeks journey away, had requested their assistance with Archimedes’ Labyrinth. According to the Branch Head, adventurers had been noting a number of stronger monsters appearing in the outer maze of the dungeon.

With the increased danger, the dungeons popularity was down and the guild was dealing with large numbers of unoccupied adventurers. Unoccupied, annoyed adventurers unhappy they wasted a trip. They needed someone to go into the dungeon and investigate the changes. To make a determination for if the dungeon needed to be reassessed for difficulty.

The Republic of Chrix was not known for attracting or retaining particularly powerful individuals, besides those hired as guards for the various families in charge of the nation’s mining operations. In fact, the Wandering Horizons were the strongest party that had passed through in almost a year. There were no less than a dozen individuals in the city who might be able to accomplish the same goal, but each of them would be uninterested in the amount of gold the guild was offering for the reconnaissance.

The Wandering Horizons, already planning to conquer Archimedes’ Labyrinth, agreed.

            

    
        Interlude 3: Hidden Opportunity

    
    
    
    
                Niels was a man of passion, eager to prove his worth and shout his accomplishments into the heavens. He dreamt of owning the town he had grown up as a gutter brat in. Of proving he was more than what all those people had derided him as. A sneak thief, bastard child of a dead mother. And along the way he would lift every child growing up like him out of the dark depths of the back alleys. Give them a chance to become more as well.

It took him years to find an adventurer willing to teach him anything about the lifestyle. It was worth every second of searching, though, when she first taught him how to properly use his magic. Wind magic was the most amazing thing he had ever experienced, and it suited him perfectly. Silent, swift, free, and deadly when pushed to the extremes. His master said it was the perfect element for a free spirit like him.

When she eventually left, it had hurt. It had felt like a betrayal. Then he learned she arranged for him to take the Adventurer Guild Basic Training and paid for his first year’s membership in the guild. She had left a message with the guild to have delivered to him. She expected him to make her proud and that she would be back in a year to see how much he had grown.

She never made it to their reunion.

Three and a half months after leaving she had been recruited for a mandatory mission to subdue a B rank monster. She hadn’t been assigned a part of the fighting. She’d been asked to help with citizen evacuation and warning population centers of the monster’s approach. During one of the evacuation missions the monster had shown up earlier than anticipated. While the citizens and her fellow adventurers fled, she had gone back to save a young child after their older brother said she was missing.

He had told her the girl had likely fled to their secret hideout, a hollow tree just outside of town. When she had found the spot, the girl had refused to leave her hiding place. His master had been forced to bodily remove her. The girl’s screams had attracted the beast, which had already been tracking the child’s scent. The girl made it. His master did not.

A week later the monster was dead. The country had a new group of heroes and a long list of people who had sacrificed themselves to keep the people safe. Niels wept for most of the day after the ceremony for the fallen, but he resolved to grow stronger. If he had been strong enough, maybe he could have helped her.

It taught Niels something he saw as an important lesson. If he was weak, those he cared about could be taken from him. So he just had to be the strongest thing around, that way they would be safe.

The entire incident left him with a drive none of his compatriots could match. A need to train during every free moment. To never waste a minute when he could be improving. That, combined with his natural talent and the solid base his master had worked hard to help him build, made all the difference. Where before he was an above average young adventurer, afterward he quickly became the undisputed best in their class. Surpassing even those that had come from Career Families.

He graduated F+ rank and his instructors believed he could hit E- within four years. He did it in two. His mad dash to improve cost him though. Many of his fellows saw him as either too stuck up and hording secrets that could make all their lives easier if they came from the same background as himself or a cheating bastard burning his future potential for immediate growth in some unhealthy ritual if they were from more privileged families. The small minority that saw the truth, that he simply worked harder than any of his peers - to obsessive levels past the point of healthiness - were cordial with him. His reclusive and obsessive nature prevented him from truly making friends with any of them though.

Even beyond these social difficulties there were sources of tension. Simply put, no party was willing to put up with the risks he would recklessly take. Most who did a contract or two with him came out believing Niels was suicidal at best, insane and a danger to his teammates at worse. They would refuse to ever work with him again. Niels himself didn’t understand their attitude. If they were scared of potentially dying, why would they become an adventurer? A few scars were a low price to grow strong.

Eventually even he hit the limit of what he could do alone though. He decided to make the perfect team to support him. To truly unlock his potential and capitalize on what he could accomplish. Ideally, he would find individuals capable to standing beside him, but those sorts were exceedingly rare. At least if he wanted anyone even close to his own age.  He just needed people with the right attitude.

Then he met Mathias. The man was ten- or fifteen-years Niels’ senior and everything Niels wasn’t. Charismatic, educated, and a natural leader. Mathias was slightly Niels’ superior in combat capabilities, but markedly weak for a Career Family adventurer of his age. Instead, he excelled at all the little things a team needed to have proper cohesion, resources, and information.

He was also the first person since Niels’ Master to work to befriend the boy. The first person to truly gain his trust and help Niels find ways to improve himself. The man became Niels mentor in a way entirely different than his master and together they established the Hidden Opportunities party. Niels would be the brawn, the backbone of their growing team, while Mathias was the brain.

Together they assembled a team capable of supporting Niels in his fights. The first was an Alchemist named Theo. The man was known for producing decent health potions, a major benefit for any team. While his methods might have been more expensive than most party healers, it also meant that Niels was far freer to move at his full speed and range out as far as he wanted. A mage applying some form of healing magic would need him to stay close by and move slow enough for them to keep an eye on if he wanted to get any affect out of their magic.

The second member was Seba, a rogue with powerful poison magic at his disposal. Niels magic was perfect for dealing with almost any monster, but he suffered while dealing with opponents that could absorb a lot of punishment. His magic simply was not made for breaking through powerful defenses and took extreme amounts of time to whittle down such enemies. That would change eventually, he knew, but for now he needed someone who could make up for this weakness. Seba was perfect, as he could apply escalating debuffs and damage over time to help deal with such opponents.

He even had the added benefit of specializing in creating a poison capable of interfering and blocking an opponent’s mana veins. In other words, he had the perfect weapon to prevent opponents from using all but the simplest magics. The fact he could apply his toxic magic to allies’ weapons and even spells meant he was an excellent addition to Hidden Opportunity.

From their first job they were everything Niels had hoped for. He didn’t have to worry about them complaining about unnecessary risk because he was the one taking on all of the risk while they supported from far away. He didn’t need to worry about them slowing him down because they did not need to stay close to be effective allies. Even Mathias helped in his own way, using his earth magic to help trap and slow down opponents until Niels could reach them.

It was exactly what he needed to push himself even harder. Where before he would throw himself into battles that he knew would end with black eyes and scarring cuts, now he would take fights that were sure to result in deep stab wounds and broken bones. He had the support to get him on his feet and by fighting opponents even further above him he could improve faster than ever before.

The group quickly gained a reputation for taking on jobs most parties would consider near suicidal. It was well known that Niels was a talented fighter, easily the match of talents from even major powers, and most agreed he was certain to reach incredible levels of strength. Assuming he didn’t get himself killed first. The rest of the party though? It was a blessing that Theo was an unknown. Seba and Mathias were both known as helpless by the upper tier of the local guild. Most agreed that if Niels did die, it would be because his team was subpar for his talent.

Niels himself didn’t see it that way. This was his team. Handpicked with Mathias’s assistance. If they failed or he was killed it was because he simply hadn’t been good enough.

#

Barely five years after being established, Hidden Opportunities was forced to move on from their home city of Kirlin. There was simply no more challenge to be found there, and they honestly should have left long before they did. Kirlin was located near a Wild Magic phenomenon known as Ammothenae Megnalo, or The Great Sandstorm in the ancient tongue.

A rather uninspired name, but accurate when describing the several mile tall globe of sand that blew with such force it could strip flesh from bone in mere minutes. The storm consumed vast amounts of the local mana, producing an environment that many stronger creatures found somewhere between uncomfortable and inhospitable. One needed to have a more than instinctual grasp of magic to take in the amount of mana needed to sustain a higher tier body, a level of intelligence uncommon in any monster below the C rank.

It also, most scholars agreed, either prevented Dungeons from forming in the area or had arisen due to a lack of dungeons. Instead, the storm filtered all of the Wild Magic in the area into earth and wind magic. The excess of which would be released as great clouds of nutrient rich dust storms, producing a highly prized farmland.

 The party decided to migrate to the neighboring Nation of Kelm, a region noted for housing a number of popular E rank dungeons with good rewards. There, they hoped to earn powerful items and enchantments, along with experience, that would allow them to push into the next Rank. Niels himself anticipated passing the E rank test as soon as he arrived, wanting to achieve the rank “properly” with a dungeon test rather than by assessment of the local guild master.

#

As he had anticipated, Niels handily passed the exam to be promoted to E rank. He had been annoyed at first that he hadn’t done well enough to skip all the way up to E+, but he supposed it made sense. He had done the exam with a group of other applicants rather than his own party, and a man almost a decade his senior had been the only to achieve the necessary merits for that particular honor. He was already far above the average strength of his age group, and many would have said wishing for more was like a rich man complaining about missing a single copper coin. He would get there. He just needed a little more time.

Hidden Opportunity wasted no time in beginning their quest to conquer every one of the popular dungeons. Each of them had their own reasons for needing the power or money these locations offered, and all put forth their full effort to make the undertaking as profitable as possible.

#

It was, in the end, Mathias who grew too careless in his actions. Hidden Opportunity had been pushing through the Secret Doors dungeon, an E rank dungeon noted for its large number of traps and abundance of high-quality metal available for looting. They had been attempting to gather the necessary ingredients for Seba and Niels new weapons and had agreed to split into two groups to search the room they had just cleared of monsters.

Niels had been nervous about the idea. The hallway they were in was not particularly large, easily within screaming distance, and there were no monsters around. When it came to traps, Seba was almost as good at spotting them as Niels was. There should have been no danger. Niels and Mathias took one side, Seba and Rory the other.

About ten minutes into the searching, Seba and Rory heard a panicked scream from Niels. A shout of “No, Mathias! Watch out!”

Then the sound of a large amount of air being displaced. A repeated *SHUNT*, *SHUNT*, *SHUNT* not entirely unlike rain. The sound of Niels sobbing.

When they arrived, they found a corner pin cushioned with metal needles about an inch in length. They absolutely covered Mathias’s body, and it was obvious the man had died almost instantly. In a small cubby on the wall, just past the trigger plate Mathias’ cold body still held down, was a single ingot of a beautiful metal of mottled green and blue. Corrupted skysteel, the very metal they had been in the dungeon looking for.

In a cruel twist of irony, they discovered the needles that had killed their friend, the defacto leader of their small party, were made of the same stuff. The number of needles was immense, easily equaling the amount of metal in the ingot. All together the two sources provided just enough material to forge Niels and Seba’s new weapons.

Niels saw this as a sign that he was still too weak. That he would never be strong enough to protect his team from everything. He needed to help them grow as well, at least enough that he could take his eyes off them for a few moments without disaster striking. They didn’t need to be that powerful, just strong enough to give him time to get to them.

That would wait though. Until they had moved on from Kelm. They had been there for almost a decade. Had built memories and grown as a group. It was too painful to stay without Mathias around. Niels decided they would head east, toward the Elderwood Mountains region. There they could restart. He could help them grow into a capable group in their own right.

Niels and Seba would never give up the blades that were made from Mathias’s sacrifice. Even when Niels eventually outgrew the blade and needed something more durable, he kept it as his back up weapon. A final defense and a reminder of the lessons Mathias had taught him in life and in death. A promise that Niels would never lose a teammate again.

#

Eventually the group settled in the Nation of Adamel, the northernmost of the four major countries in the Central Elderwood Mountain Region. There Niels rebuilt his team from the ground up. Rather than only focusing on patterns and abilities that could be used to enforce and support himself, he made them each learn new spells. Ways to entrench and defend themselves. To wipe out lesser opponents that might attempt to swarm their position.

In other words, he wanted the two of them to be a capable party even without his presence, if not quite as capable as himself. Unfortunately, neither of them was very defensively capable. Theo relied on using what would be a small fortune in health and defensive potions to anyone else in order to keep himself safe in a fight. Meanwhile Seba relied on pure mobility, avoiding the greatest dangers and encouraging them to target Theo instead. Which resulted in even more coin lost in potion ingredients.

They needed someone who could handle the focus of monsters, setting the pair up for success by letting them focus on their strengths. Hidden Opportunities, for the first time in almost a decade and a half, needed to recruit a new member.

It proved a lot more difficult than Niels had originally imagined. He had expected people to be jumping at the chance to join up with him, an experienced fighter of notable strength, and to a degree they were. It was just difficult to actually integrate anyone with his party. Clashing personalities and conflicting interests made it hard to find someone willing to work with Hidden Opportunity for an extended amount of time. The trio were just too set in their ways and it was hard for any new member to carve out a place for themselves.

#

Eventually they found the perfect addition in the form of a young ice mage named Rory after two years of searching. Much like Niels, the kid had grown up on the street after being kicked out the house by their father. Unlike most ice mages, who were heavily focused on offensive, single target magic with the ability to freeze them in place as a secondary consideration, Rory specialized in creating objects by freezing the moisture in the environment. They could build bigger constructs faster than any of their peers, even many of the earth mages that were classically trained in such spell schools.

In Niels mind, the kid was an unpolished diamond. His team didn’t need more damage. They just needed someone who could protect their allies and a fort of ice and snow available on demand sounded perfect for such a task.

Rory hadn’t been a member of the Adventurer’s Guild when Niels found them. They had flunked out of basic training after the local Career Family scions drove them out. The cost for membership in the guild in the area was high, likely due to the local Branch Head skimming gold from the guild’s coffers, so they had no money to sign up and take the course again. When they joined Hidden Opportunity, that wouldn’t be an issue.

It was the perfect solution for both the party and the mage. The party would have a new member with no pre conceptions. A blank slate perfectly positioned to be molded into a capable team member and comfortable ally. The mage in turn would have a sponsor to help them grow as quickly as possible.

#

Over the next year the group had only briefly dived into one dungeon. Instead, they mostly focused on taking various contracts. Niels hoped to fund the purchase and creation of a set of gear for Rory, along with upgrades to the rest of the team’s equipment. The group quickly tore through any and every profitable job they could find from guardsmen, to exploratory units, to monster slaying.

Rory proved to be a more perfect addition to Hidden Opportunity than Niels had dared to hope. Things were looking up for their small group, and Niels could almost taste returning to Lonolan in victory and glory. A little more in his war chest and he would be able to achieve his childhood goal. He would be able to change Kirlin City forever, or at least the small part of it he had called home as a child.

Their most recent job had been simple. An old man in Perth, the northernmost city in Adamel, wanted someone to go deep into the mountains. To trek even further into the inhospitable north than the city already was. Just past the very edge of civilization.

There, the old man said, they would find the dungeon name Forest of the Final Sleep. A dungeon so unpopular that the Adventurers Guild had not bothered sending anyone to check on it for almost a century. The dungeon had been ranked E+ then, but there was a small chance it had grown in the interim. Supposedly the dungeon didn’t even have good rewards. A deathtrap far from civilization with no redeeming qualities.

Except one. The reward for clearing the entire dungeon and defeating the final boss.

Supposedly the final reward, if Hidden Opportunity could claim it, had the potential to change their client’s life forever. And he was willing to pay anything to have it brought to him as quickly as possible.

He was dying, he explained, and feared that his family would fall into ruin without him. The other local powers of Perth had only left his family alone because they knew of his personal connections with a number of powerful individuals throughout the nation. Connections that none of his heirs had bothered to maintain themselves.

He needed a way to ensure the continued threat of political repercussions would keep his family safe or to create a new reason for the local powers to leave his family alone. The text was unclear what the final reward for clear the dungeon was, but he believed that it would be exactly what he needed to accomplish those goals. They would go to the dungeon. They would retrieve the final reward and he would pay them enough to outfit their party a dozen times over in return.

            

    
        Green Dawn

    
    
    
    
                Green Dawn had never been a party of exceptional talents or grand ambitions. Their goal was simple: survive and provide a comfortable life for the people they cared about. That wasn’t to say their team was not capable or even extraordinary in their own manner. Each had pushed themselves hard and received training, mostly as children, from capable teachers until they had a solid foundation. All of them had spent years in the adventuring lifestyle, gaining large amounts of experience during their travels and work. Even before they decided to work together.

#

Sahar had started off in the adventurer lifestyle as a priestess for the Ascendant Solarus, a collection of light spirits that had become Lesser Transcendents. The spirits were known as guides for those who were lost. A light in the ever-present darkness for those in need of guidance to follow. The priests and priestesses for the Ascendent Solarus were expected to travel the world searching for lost souls that needed a guide. Their clergy was full of teachers, philosophers, and map makers all seeking to accomplish this goal in their own way.

Sahar herself would always say she was a rather poor priestess of the Ascendant Solarus. She had always been more selfish than her brothers and sisters, too interested in blazing her own trail in the world rather than helping others discover existing paths. Her mentor always said it was simply another aspect of the Guiding Lights. That by creating a new path, she gave those that had previously been without a route something to follow.

In her youth, while her fellows learned to read the flows of chance in order to deduce the future, Sahar instead looked to the present. She learned to see over great distances and bend light in such ways that nothing could escape her sight. Her fellows called in shortsighted. She called it not being blind to the now in favor of seeing things that might never come to pass.

While her classmates sought to improve others’ futures by spreading knowledge of the science of medicine and pathology, she learned healing magic so that she might improve their now. It was borderline sacrilege as the teachings of the Ascendant Solarus were that the only way to truly help an individual was to make it possible for them to help themselves. Rather than directly cure an illness, most of her fellows would guide the sick individual to the knowledge they needed to make their own cure.

Sahar called such an approach impractical and borderline cruel. They would argue back that it was not possible to properly know how to cure every single disease and impractical for every sick individual to rely on healing magic for relief. That by helping individuals discover a solution on their own they could create a cascade affect that helped countless others. Sahar in turn said that was the equivalent of forcing a path on another, a sin in its own right to the Guiding Lights.

When her teachers expounded upon the importance of free will, of letting others make their own mistakes and not interfering, Sahar argued that the lesson was not diminished just because the traveler was protected from the worst of the consequences. It was better to ensure they would have a second chance. An opportunity to approach their journey’s hardships from another angle rather than abandon the path. With a sad smile, her teachers would say that a blow with no pain was quickly forgotten and would simply encourage the traveler to make the same mistake again. It was cruel, but would benefit the traveler more in the long run.

Each of her teachers found her intriguing, unbearable, and delightful in turn. Almost all of them encouraged her to follow her own path, though it may not align with the more traditional ideals of the clergy. Most came to believe that the church would be better off with a few more brothers and sisters like Sahar.

#

Andre, before he joined Green Dawn, had been the champion of Coroma’marag, a village in the Living Vine Thicket. The Living Vine Thicket, a section of the Elderwood Forest deep within the Central passes of the mountain range, was named due to the fact that a large number of the trees were inhabited by nature spirits. The trees would wander the thicket, using their vines to capture prey for sustenance. As a champion, Andre’s job was to prevent these implacable predators from coming too close to the village.

Selected for the position due to his powerful plant magic, Andre was one of the few beings able to communicate with these ancient giants in some small way. And if the creatures did not listen, his magic was a potent weapon to turn their own bodies against them. He spent years performing his duty to protect Coroma’marag from the same guardians that prevented monsters from consuming the village. It was a job that helped him grow strong, knowledgeable in the use of his magic, and as resolute as the forest he called home.

Eventually, though, he grew beyond his position. The role of Champion was meant for those young, powerful, and arrogant in their own perceived strength. A position to help them learn their limits and grow into a more capable warrior. On his fifth year as a champion, he was given a trainee to teach. Someone to replace him in his current role. The student, a girl about the same age he had been when he first became a Champion, had proven herself every bit as capable as he had been. She quickly took his place and he moved on to the next stage in his life.

Free from his duty to the town, Andre became a carpenter of considerable skill. His works were considered beautiful and ownership of one of his more complex pieces became a symbol of status in the Coroma’marag. On his twenty seventh birthday he presented a kitchen table to his bride to be, a baker in the village. It was a betrothal gift, meant to show his ability to provide for her and help her improve her own craft. A tradition in the Living Vine Thicket.

In addition to the table, he had carved a pair of identical rings from the heartwood of the last living tree he had defeated as a Champion. Beautiful pieces of twining wood that appeared almost like live vines due to the jewelry’s detailed carvings. Within the wrapped vines, small precious gems had been imbedded and metal engravings spelled out their names.

The marriage ceremony was one of the most impressive feasts in Coroma’marag’s history. A party that lasted three days and nights before culminating in the exchange of their vows. By the end of it, every adult in the village had been allowed to drink their fill at least once and everyone had been allowed a day minimum to enjoy the festivities.

Within a year, their daughter was born. Andre’s protégé and replacement in the Champions was named the girl’s godmother. She was named Ivette in hopes that she might live as long and healthily as the yews. The girl became Andre’s world and he left his village on an expedition some years later in hope that he might bring back comforts and knowledge for her from the wider world.

While the expeditions started off as simple trade runs, he began to see potential as a member of the Adventurer Guild. A way to make a little bit of extra money while out selling his wooden creations. Along with a way to strengthen the village and its champions so that they might be safe from the living woods more permanently.

He would spend half of each year wandering the world, and the other half would be spent within his village. Doting upon his beloved child and ensuring she never forgot her father’s face.

#

Before leaving his comfortable home city, Xavier had been an accomplished architect in Amethyst Cliffs. While most in the metropolis made their living carving, producing potions with, or enchanting the beautiful purple stones found in the region, Xavier had always been more interested in enhancing the very environment for which the city was named. He wished to draw out and refine the beauty of the Violet Veins Cliffside. To build homes that could observe the radiance of the natural treasure in new and unique lights.

He spent years on each product and the buildings he designed became incredibly coveted in the city. Owners would say they could feel the stress of the day melt away simply by walking through their front door or looking out the window at the cliff. Many claimed the constructions almost seemed enchanted to promote a calm and healthy household within. Xavier himself simply sought to make each new construction more perfect than the last. He hoped that one day he would make the ideal space for himself, a place his future family could call home.

As his projects grew in scale and grandeur, he began to require rare and difficult to procure materials. Even worse than the base rarity, he needed each piece to be perfect. Knowing that buying second hand would never give him the variety and options he craved to complete each project as he had envisioned, be decided that the only option was to collect the materials himself.

He began learning geography, zoology, geology, and botany. He chased down leads to rare and strange materials. Learned how to find, identify, and extract them. Learned the proper ways to transport and maintain everything from the crystalline bones of a glass leothrane to ten-thousand-year hardwood of an ancestral mangrove treant. Leaning about these new materials became a passion that drove him and let him push his architecture even further.

Reality came crashing down the first time he went out to collect materials by himself. He had not planned an expedition anywhere particularly dangerous, a cave known as the shimmering depths. The plan was to collect one of the massive geode columns that formed within and carve it into a set of opaque skylights. Unfortunately, when he got there, he was chased off by an emerald bore beetle. The things mined and crushed crystal, repurposing the material to create an impressive armor layered overtop their natural chitin.

Recognizing that he needed to grow stronger if he wanted any chance of claiming these rare materials for himself, Xavier hired a retired adventurer to help him learn the basics of combat. Xavier had been old for a recruit at twenty-six, but still easily within what his teacher considered a good age to learn. He also, it turned out, had a knack for using his earth magic to disrupt enemies and reinforce his actions.

While learning from his teacher, he befriended the man’s daughter. A woman he quickly came to care for. She loved to paint the Violet Veins. Hoping, like him, to capture their beauty in a new light and share it with the world. He began bringing her to his various constructions, getting her permission to paint the cliffside from the best view in each. Over time, the two began dating, to his teacher’s vocal approval.

Eventually, the city no longer had new materials for Xavier to explore. No new ways to help him achieve his vision of the perfect home. He decided he would go on journeys to explore the wider world and bring back what he discovered. To help fund these trips, he received additional training on how to perform guard duties in a caravan. A way to make some extra money and reduce the cost of his travels.

#

Veronika Annadottir had never wanted to leave the frozen north. She had wished to become a village hunter from as early in her childhood as she remembered. Dreaming of the day when she could go out onto the ice with her aunt and the others to kill Ice Wraiths, Mirage Whales, and Icebone Skeletons for the valuable materials the village needed. The corpses of any one of these dangerous creatures would produce enough goods to feed the village for half a year, even without supplement from the local fishers.

Her mother and father had other visions for her future. The two were the village’s main diplomats and traders. It was their job to get the best price possible for the rare ingredients, reagents, and other raw materials the hunters brought back. They ran the trade routes that delivered the items to the places where they would get the best returns or purchase the things the village needed. They discussed contracts and hunting rights with other settlements to ensure no fights broke out between the various fisheries and hunting villages in the north.

In their minds, their daughter wanted to pursue life in a needlessly dangerous career when she could do far more good for the village by taking their place when she grew up. They began taking her along in their travels to show her the importance of what they did, hoping to convince her to abandon her plan. Their compromise was to allow her to train with the hunter novices, learning to use her magic and the various weapons the hunters employed.

They never managed to fully convince her to settle down and give up her dreams of becoming a powerful warrior and hunter of beasts, but as she aged she came to love the benefits of being the village trader. Seeing new places, experiencing new cultures and culinary delights. Eventually she decided she could do both. She could hunt monsters. Creatures of far broader variety than just those present in the north. Her hunts could then be added income during trade missions outside the village.

Her parents didn’t approve of course. They claimed her “hobby” was far to dangerous. That she was still risking herself for no reason. Veronika agreed that she would join the adventurer guild and find a team if it would set her parents minds at ease. She would spend most of her time running extended trade journeys for the village. Push further out into the world than any of their routes had gone before. It was a compromise both sides could live with and one that would benefit the village greatly.

In the first half decade of her work, Veronika almost doubled the villages income by taking their goods to areas where the materials were truly rare. She organized a partnership between three other fishing villages and four hunting outposts. Recruited entire caravans for the villages and eliminated intermediary sales to increase profits and decrease costs. Like her parents had said, she did far more good for the village in her work as a trade master. She never gave up the joy of her hunts though.

#

It was easy for Balam to adjust to life with Green Dawn. He had been a wanderer long before joining them. Balam, like Andre, had once lived deep in the Elderwood. His people had originally called an area called the Shaderift Valley home. The valley, situated between a set of incredibly sheer cliffs, only got sunlight for two or three hours a day. Instead, it spent most hours deep in the shadow of the surrounding mountains.

While Shaderift Valley did not exist under the threat of hostile, mobile trees like Living Vine Thicket, it had unique threats of its own to contend with. A number of shadow and ethereal monster types called the valley home and swarmed the area in vast numbers, requiring capable spirit mages to keep Balam’s home safe. The magics of the soul that the village practiced would have been considered incredibly advanced by any of the regional powers.

Enchantments meant to ward against hostile magic and creatures without bodies. Gates and barriers formed from materials that repelled incorporeal monsters. Despite its hostile surroundings, the village had lived in the area for generations and was well defended against any threat from the Valley’s other inhabitants. And it would have survived for countless decades more if not for internal strife.

When Balam was only eight years old the matriarch of the village fell. Before the woman’s body was even cold, her daughters had begun fighting over who she would have wished to have succeed her. The people were deeply split on the topic. An older sister who wished to expand their territory and open up trade with outsiders against a younger sister who valued the tribe’s tradition of isolation and did not trust outsiders would be peaceful. Both were powerful warriors and capable mages with few equals in the village.

He was forced to flee during the annual harvest festival. In the ceremony, the village head was supposed to offer a sacrifice to the spirits and shades of the valley. A symbolic appeasement meant to create good omens for the village’s safety in the coming year. The elder sister decided to make a play for leadership and began the ceremony an hour earlier than normal. Supporters of the younger sister opposed her actions, calling her names and maligning her character for beginning the ceremony early.

When their words failed to stop her, a small portion of them turned violent. At the wrong time in the ceremony, a villager threw a rock at the elder sister and caused her to slip. She fell through the barrier and into the maws of the creatures waiting outside the barrier for her sacrifice.

The village descended into anarchy and civil war. Conflict which only ended when the wards and barriers that had protected the village for so long failed. The creatures of the valley flooded in and the village was decimated mere hours after the death of the elder sister. As far as Balam knew, he was the only survivor.

He left his village with a number of his parents most precious books. Writing that detailed their lives work in the field of spirit magic. They had been working on ways to more safely fuse the spirit of an animal onto a person’s soul, granting them unique magical benefits.

Over the following years, while slowly unraveling the secrets to his parents’ methodology and the inner workings of the ritual they had designed, Balam had discovered he enjoyed the open road. Finding new things around every corner and never having to look back. As he grew, he would confront and work through the trauma of his childhood, but it would forever stain the idea of a permanent home in his mind. He would always be much more comfortable with a pack on his back and the road beneath his feet. Having companions along for the ride just made it better.

#

Green Dawn had first met on a trade caravan headed to the city of Carasin in the Republic of Chrix. Balam, Xavier, and Andre had been hired by guards while Sahar was traveling to Carasin’s Temple of the Ascendent Solarus and Veronika was bringing a shipment of everfrost crystal to the city. Along the way, the five had grown close and realized they often traveled similar routes. Veronika, having promised her parents that she would join an adventurer party, suggested that they form one between each other. They all had things to offer one another, from rare materials to unique knowledge.

Seeing no reason to refuse, the others agreed and the Green Dawn party was born. They had originally planned for the grouping to be short term. Maybe doing a job here and there when it was convenient. Instead, they discovered a comradery each had only had rarely in their lives. Almost an extension of their families, caring for each other like siblings. In the end, they decided to work together on a more permanent basis. The group elected Sahar as the party leader and Andre as her second. A decision that proved wise in the years to come as the group grew.

Green Dawn’s most recent contract had been as guards on a shipping caravan, a caravan carrying a not insignificant amount of their own goods, headed from Saltherin in Chrix to Baramel City in the Zoramir Kingdom. They had planned for it to be a quick trip there and back. A chance to sell some of Veronika and Andre’s work and pick up a number of windows Xavier had custom ordered from the local glassblowers. Instead, complications arose when they had discovered that the city had placed a lockdown on outgoing trade and no caravan was scheduled to leave for another three to four months. Apparently, some unknown group had attempted to sneak military grade enchantments through the city and the local duke had demanded a search of every shipment passing through their gates.

It had been a disappointing turn of events, but Veronika had convinced them it was the perfect chance for a change of pace. She had heard that the local dungeon had some impressive monsters and unique materials. They could take this opportunity to challenge the place and add a little extra income to their journey.

Seeing no reason not to, and highly bored by the fourth day of sitting around with nothing to do, Sahar had agreed to Veronika’s plan. Andre had been ecstatic at the idea. A place of fire and cacti without a living tree in sight? It would be a wonderful story to tell his daughter. Xavier had been highly interested in the volcanic glass that was apparently very common in the dungeon. It was a material he had never been able to work with before, and one he looked forward to experimenting with. Balam, like Veronika, was just excited at the idea of killing the massive monsters that supposedly called the central lava lake of the dungeon home.

            

    
        Chapter 17: Secrets of a Crown

    
    
    
    
                These rulers know nothing of the wider world. I fear that in their ignorance they will challenge us. That they will force our hand because they do not realize the difference between heaven and earth. I know some of our fellows would relish the chance to show the wrath of the storm, but I have always been one who prefers more peaceful winds. – Letter from the Voice Cirrus


Niels was unsure what to make of the man that came stumbling into their camp far below him. He looked like one of the army’s necromancers, covered in bones and with a heavy stench of blood surrounding him. Deciding to simply sit back and observe for now, he watched as Theo called out to the newcomer.

Nobody liked the recyclers, as the military's death mages were often known. The soldiers disliked the knowledge that if they fell these would be the men who made their bodies dance. The brass didn’t like that each had basically sole command of an army. The citizens didn’t like them because they made the children cry and they were just plain creepy. Hell, they didn’t even like each other because that meant they were competing for resources.

If this guy was another one of those corpsefuckers…well the army wouldn’t miss one more living should-be-warcrime. Besides, better one dead necromancer rather than four undead explorers. Nobody would even have to know.

Wait, what was he thinking? If he killed a nation’s living weapon, they would come down on him like the hammer of a transcendent. 

He wasn’t one hundred percent certain why he felt so much antipathy toward this man. He didn’t like the military death mages, but he had never hated them so much as to want to murder them in cold blood like this. And certainly not enough to risk a military investigation over fighting one for no reason.

The feelings were strange. When he tried to explore them, to look for what the root source might be, there was nothing. Then he discovered that the feeling almost felt hollow. Manufactured. 

Wait, was that it?

Before he had a chance to second guess himself, he released the magic holding him forty feet in the air. As he plummeted to the ground, the newcomer suddenly snapped his head upward. The look of shock on this Elijah individual was understandable. The wave of malicious intent rising up in Niels was not. Not unless his theory was correct.

As he got closer, he began to make out details in the armor. Yeah, there it was. He might just be right after all.

#

The man who had yelled at Elijah had skin slightly darker than his own and a goatee beard that seemed sharply trimmed. The light of the dim moon reflected off the man’s bald head with an almost metallic gleam. A high collared over light brown cloak with diagonal buttons running from the man’s waist and up to his right shoulder covered much of his body. The bottom of his coat flared out at the hem, ending at about mid-thigh. Pockets and straps covered the outside of the cloak, securing a variety of vials and bottles. His shins were protected by studded leather in the same color and tall boots with thick heels. 

Elijah could only gape. The entire situation was insane. A man, looking like some kind of biker mad scientist in a leather Frankenstein lab coat, was yelling at him from within a palace of ice constructed in a forest of zombie creatures. The absurdity of the entire thing hit him for a moment and he found himself unable to properly respond.

The moment of silence was enough to hear the hoots, growls, and grunts of the monsters in the woods around him. They crashed about the forest, shaking the underbrush in the wild and desperate scramble of combat. Strangely, they seemed to break around the clearing like river water around a large rock. Every moment, though, a few pushed closer. Breaking through the invisible barrier.

One of the men on the ground, the one to the left of the central pillar, said something Elijah couldn’t quite make out, but he recognized the irritation in the younger man’s gaze. The man had rich, hazel skin and wore something very near a dark brown leather parka. The coat was trimmed in a reddish-brown fur and reinforced with leather plate in areas. He kept his hands in deep pockets on the front of the coat. A closer inspection of the man revealed cat like eyes and long, pointed ears hidden in the waves of his long chestnut hair.

Shaking his head at Elijah, the younger man called out to him in a louder voice, “You heard him! Who the fuck are you?”

Deciding that just being honest was probably his best bet, he called back, “I’m Elijah. I got lost some weeks ago and wandered my way out here. Any chance you all can help me get out?”

“Bullshit! This gods damned forest is on the ass end of nowhere. Nobody just gets ‘lost’ out here!”

“Now calm down there Rory,” said the third man, the one who hadn’t spoken yet, exploded at Elijah’s story.

He was a tall man, easily six and a half feet or more, and lean. Like the second man he had inhuman eyes, though these were far more serpentine in nature. The impression was not helped by a small patch of scales around each eye, appearing almost like orange-green eyeliner in contrast to his otherwise light skin. It was hard to make out much else of the man, as he wore something almost like an oversize gi and cloak. Both were dyed pure black and had excess material that billowed around him and obscured his features. Within the hood he thought he caught site of long, black hair tied back in a ponytail.

As the third man opened his mouth to continue speaking, Elijah noted his split tongue. “If you are here to rob us, you picked the wrong target. May as well just turn around and go home!” 

Before Elijah could answer, he felt it again. The strange feeling of physically present defiance. It was weird, it felt like the source should have been in front of him, but it wasn’t coming from any of these three. Besides, he still felt…distance from the source. But different…

 Like it wasn’t horizontal distance. 

Snapping his head upward, Elijah saw a fourth figure hurtling through the air toward him. The man was literally falling from the sky, like some kind of wrathful angel come from heaven to crush Elijah into the ground. 

The man wore what almost seemed like the armor version of a dark tan three-piece suit. A jacket with pads of leather arranged artfully around the outside, the stitches attaching the pieces arranged into various patterns that glowed with mana. A vest like set of chainmail underneath, the metal sandwiched between out layers of cloth probably meant for comfort. All of this covering some kind of white, skin tight shirt that hugged the man’s body. His pants were also coated in large pieces of thicker leather glowing with strange symbols marked by the stitching and he wore a pair of knee-high leather boots.

And on his brow, he wore a crown exactly like Elijah’s. A band of some kind of dark metal. Small pieces of carved bone inlaid in the material in place of gems, making it almost seem as if the band was made of fingers. Seven tall points made from the twisted horns that had crowned the Ghoul Bear’s head.

The man himself looked like your average forty-year-old, white corporate business man, if said business man had aged perfectly while following the workout routine of an Olympic athlete. His skin was flawless and his hair was the perfect blend of brown and gray to achieve the silver fox look. He kept his hair in a business cut, slightly long on top, and he wore the kind of effortless five o’clock shadow that usually meant it had been carefully trimmed for three hours. 

Then take that person and apply one of those high end photoshop programs used by magazines for their cover models. Give him a pair of short swords hung from one hip and a look of absolute confidence. Like nothing could ever surprise him and he had the solution to every one of life’s problems. 

And that man was falling through the sky with every apparent intention of smashing Elijah into the ground with his own body.

#

At the last moment Niels compressed a bubble of air beneath his feet to slow his fall. He could have survived the impact, but it would have been very painful and this Elijah individual did not appear overly antagonistic.  Besides, if his theory was right every feeling of danger and threat that was coming off this man could actually be traced back to the crowns that they both wore.

Landing lightly, he asked the stranger, “You feel that too Elijah? That voice screaming to kill each other way off in the distance?”

While stepping back to more comfortably look up at Niels, the man’s eyes clouded over as he considered his words seriously. The stranger was easily the shortest person in the clearing, with even Rory having three or four inches on the man. His hooded brown eyes and severe cheekbones leant a feeling of incredible intensity as he seemed to debate his answer. “Yes, I can hear the crown demanding I try to kill you. I am hoping we are better than to give in to a piece of jewelry.”

“Good, you’re smart enough to notice!” Smiling widely, Niels stepped back and gestured to their fortifications. “Why don’t we go ride out the rest of this little mess and we can talk more when everything calms down a bit. Surprised the beasties out there have given us this long without an interruption, but I don’t think they like dealing with two crowns much. I’m Niels. The dramatic one on the pillar is Theo, the cranky one is Rory, and the mysterious one is Seba.”

Turning his back on Elijah, Niels began walking back towards the frozen walls. He kept one hand on his sword, but doubted the man would try anything. It was still a relief when Elijah just followed behind him, not giving off even a hint of hostile intent.

Pausing like he hadn’t given a single thought to the matter before now, Elijah called out a question, “You good in a fight Elijah? Maybe got some useful magic, anything you think you can do to help with the defenses? Many hands make light the work and all.”

Obviously, Elijah would hold something back. Nobody would show off their entire spell set to a potentially hostile stranger. Still, every little bit helped and Niels was still not sure how this situation would shake out. Better to get as many surprises out of the way early as possible.

As they passed through the outer ice obstacles, Elijah remained silent. When he glanced back, the dark-skinned man seemed deep in thought over how much to reveal. The mop of coarse, springy curls on his head fell down into his eyes, desperately in need of a trim. He had the look of a man weighing every word before he spoke them. 

“I have an aura spell that I can set up. Pretty sure I can exclude you all from its effects as well. It will take time to have any real affect though, so not sure how useful it will be. Still, might ward a few off. Especially the smaller creatures.”

Pausing briefly, Elijah swung the large backpack he was wearing off his shoulders, “Bit brisk with all this ice around.”

Opening the pack, which Niels saw was overflowing with various camp equipment, the man pulled the thickest coat Niels had ever seen out. It even made Rory’s parka look small in comparison, poofing out so much that Niels was concerned about Elijah’s ability to actually move in the thing. As Elijah slipped it on, Niels noted that the coat must have been multiple sizes too large for the diminutive man. The hem of the thing was hanging down to nearly his ankles, but his wide shoulders seemed to almost fill it out. Especially with that armor on. 

Continuing with his happy-go-lucky attitude, Elijah adjusted the coat, “I have to say I am thankful there aren’t any sharp edges on this armor. It seems like the only thing missing in comparison to some ancient death knight in a tower’s ancestral battle armor or whatever. Not exactly my first pick in style and I would have hated to watch the spikes and blades and whatnot tear up my coat.”

Cracking a smile at the man’s attempt at a joke, Niels gave a small chuckle, “Glad to hear you didn’t pick that getup out for your own sense of fashion. I’m sure we can get you something a bit nicer looking once this is all over. For now, though, why don’t you tell me a bit about this aura spell?”

Bag slung back over his shoulder, Elijah gestured that he was ready to continue and began explaining his spell, “It’s called Blood Roil Aura and is a debilitating spell that strengthens over time. When the effects kick in, targets will start having problems moving around and properly controlling their body. It doesn’t have an effect on their mental state as far as I can tell. I can expand it out to cover most of the clearing, but it will take forever to have an effect at that range.”

“Don’t bother then. Most of these things are small fry. Barely going to take a minute to get rid of them,” Glancing back Niels estimated Elijah to be in his late twenties or early thirties. “How long you been fighting monsters? You don’t have the look of someone who’s been doing this for a living. Not at your age.”

The stranger flushed at Niels’ assessment, obviously not expecting the question and worried about how to respond, “And what do I look like Niels? I’ve been holding my own out here, seems like that is all that should matter.”

“No offense meant man. I’m just saying you don’t fit the part. You got the look of someone who’s never gone a day outside the city. Too used to all those fancy commodities like air conditioning magic to keep you comfy and automated transports to get you around.” Going out of his way to take an obvious inventory of Elijah’s gear, Niels pointed toward Elijah’s chestplate. “You got that fancy armor and sword, but that’s all. You don’t have a full kit. You’re missing obvious pieces of gear.” 

Staring for a moment, Elijah eventually conceded this man might have a point, “You aren’t entirely wrong. This is the first time I’ve had to deal with monsters and a cursed forest. I have some military training, but it isn’t exactly comparable to what I’ve been forced to learn the last few weeks-”

With a scream, one of the Ghoul Rabbits came flying out of the woods. Propelled by its powerful legs, the creature quickly closed the distance and hopped over the various barriers erected in the clearing. Reacting quickly, instincts probably honed by continuous combat and stress in recent days if his story was to be believed, Elijah drew his blade and spun to confront the creature. Just in time to see the rabbit seemingly explode in front of him. It was like the monster had been caught in an invisible blender set to puree. 

Niels was proud of this particular spell, a carefully controlled bit of pure contained destruction and death. Blood was ripped from flesh, flesh was torn from bones, and bones were smashed into splinters. Despite that, the viscera was contained behind an invisible barrier, leaving him clean and untouched by gore. Experience message received and with nothing of value on the monster’s corpse, he used a small twitch of mana to fling the exsanguinated corpse back into the woods.

Glancing back at his guest, Niels smiled apologetically, “Sorry, should have been paying attention. Such a pain that the weak monsters are also the dumb ones. First to get desperate and try to take on threats they shouldn’t.”

When he saw the look on Elijah’s face, he couldn’t help but smile more genuinely. Awe mixed with just a little bit of annoyance. Seemed like he had figured out Niels’ little game. I think I might like this one.

#

Elijah was not sure he liked Niels. He should have easily been able to kill that rabbit long before it got that close without difficulty.  The man was testing Elijah. That wouldn’t have been a problem if he had just been honest about the fact, but he insisted on this “subtle” testing method. Of being so roundabout and dishonest about the entire thing. Trying to get under Elijah’s skin. 

 Still, the man was certainly capable. Terrifyingly power given he was almost certainly the person who killed the first Ghoul Bear. Experienced enough to pick out professional versus unseasoned individuals in his own field and the apparent leader of this group given how quickly the other three had deferred to him. A very capable team as far as Elijah could tell, as he watched them keep an eye on the surroundings from their personal fortress.

He might not have immediately liked Niels, but he certainly respected the man. He was also likely Elijah’s greatest chance at escaping the dungeon. Overall, he thought he could work for the man.

“So did I pass?” Elijah asked.

 The man in the suit was still wearing that insufferable grin. “You’ve got potential. A little slow though don’t you think? You’ll need to work on that if you want to be a part of my team.”

Elijah sighed in relief at the implication. “Thank you. Your help getting out of here means a lot.”

“Don’t get too excited, we’ll see how you do overnight and the team and I will talk in the morning. Show us what you’ve got and we’ll talk more tomorrow.”

#

Overall, the Forest of Anarchy dungeon event proved to be a painless trial. With the strange effect of the crowns both Elijah and Niels wore reducing the number of monsters that even attempted to enter the clearing. When the monsters did come, they came in waves.  As their numbers built around the edges, their confidence would slowly swell proportionally until eventually they collectively grew enough courage to charge. The result was a night filled with long minutes of calm broken by short, intense moments of violence.

Still, a full team of four experienced adventurers could almost effortlessly keep the area clear. The group moved like a well oiled machine. Mostly they worked as support for Niels as he flew from place to place ripping the enemy apart, but they would easily break off into individual tasks when the man was otherwise occupied and new problems cropped up. From there, they could easily pivot back into the support group when their personal job was done or when the situation demanded it.

Elijah pitched in where he could, which mostly meant going out into the maze of ice blocks and distracting rat hordes, raptors, or other lesser monsters that lacked an easy way to bypass their defenses. Niels was prioritizing the stronger monsters like the badgers and boars, while the rest of the team would emphasize wiping out any creature that could close the gap and cause them immediate issues. The work was not fun, but easily within Elijah’s capabilities. 

Thankfully, Theo had been pretty quick to note what Elijah was up to. When he stopped the first rat horde with a Blood Roil Drop, dragging the creatures to the earth with their own blood, Elijah had begun killing the creatures one by one. It was a slow but necessary task as the things would quickly recover once he had been out of the way. Theo had glanced down at Elijah and seen a prime opportunity for his own magic. With a yell to get out of the horde, he started pulling items from the pockets on his coat. Strange dust, what appeared to be motes of silver light, a white pebble, and a glass vial. 

Filling the vial with the items, Theo had begun to do something with his mana, causing his hands and eyes to glow with deep, golden swirls of light. Taking his queue, Elijah himself had quickly vacated the area. Before the rats had enough time to recover, Theo had thrown the vial down on the horde. When the glass shattered, a glowing white fog had exploded out and quickly consumed the horde. As the cloud dispersed almost as quickly as it appeared, all that had been left behind was the creatures’ bones and a message from the system alerting him that he had gained one Experience and one Evolution Point.

From there it had simply been Elijah running around and collecting attention from various monsters until Theo eventually took note and wiped them out with one of his vials. The things had various effects, assumedly based off of what he put into them, but most were explosive in one way or another. All of them were universally deadly to any monster that was caught inside. At least anything that Elijah had to deal with, which admittedly was not saying much.

Rory and Seba had done their part to help him as well, apparently keeping an eye on his progress throughout the night. Whenever Elijah got the attention of something too dangerous for him to simply ignore for extended periods, Seba would come hopping across the tops of the barriers to quickly kill the thing before retreating back into cover. Meanwhile, if one of Theo’s explosives or an attack from a monster managed to damage one of the barriers, Rory was quick to rebuild it. He would also occasionally throw up extra defenses for Elijah to use for a brief rest as the night went on.

Overall, by the time the sun started to break and the stream of monsters trickled to a stop Elijah believed he had acquitted himself well. The group obviously didn’t have any kind of dedicated front line or anyone designed to draw the monsters’ aggression. Elijah, on the other hand, was great at getting their attention and keeping their focus. It seemed like the team had trained to work around that particular lack rather than find someone to fill it, which left Elijah a little cautious but happy he had something to offer them.

Coming down from the sky, Niels said the first thing that hadn’t been a command since their initial talk, “Good work everyone. Let’s get a few hours sleep and then we can get a little conversation going about what happened. Seba, you have first watch.”

“If you say so boss. Eager to hit the hay, but always happy to help out. Unless anyone else wants first watch?” The cloaked man was surprisingly chipper for being told he would need to wait to sleep after spending all night running around stabbing things. Elijah could see the large bags forming under his green-gold eyes, which were dropping heavily even as he spoke. Elijah almost offered to take the first watch himself, but he was hardly in better shape. 

In fact, he was certainly the worst off in the group. The Ghoul Bear, followed by running, followed by even more fighting had left him dead on his feet. By the time the end of the night came around, he had been too tired to dodge attacks. Only the blood saved up in his armor had kept him being seriously injured, quickly healing the knicks and cuts that had accumulated.

He didn’t entirely trust these people. Not yet. But if they had wanted him dead, they could have easily left him to fend for himself during the fighting. That would be enough for now. He simply didn’t have the energy to keep his eyes open anymore and this was likely the safest chance he had had for sleep in who knew how long.

#

About ten minutes after Niels believed Elijah had fallen asleep, he finally felt confident enough to call together a meeting with the other three. He didn’t want any chance of the unknown man overhearing their conversation, and everyone on his team was capable of dealing with much more than some light fighting and an overnighter before crashing. He had made sure of that.

Deciding not to beat around the bush, Niels jumped right into the topic. “Alright, I’ll make this short so you can all hit your sacks. What do you all think of this Elijah guy?”

Rory practically started speaking before Niels even finished, eager to give their two cents. “I don’t trust this guy. What kind of dumbass does he take us for that he just ‘wandered into’ this shithole? I say we ditch the fucker.”

Smacking Rory lightly on the back of the head, Niels chastised the younger adventurer, “Language Rory. You aren’t part of some two-bit street gang anymore. I don’t mind some cursing, but try to keep it in moderation. You cursing up a storm is bad for Hidden Opportunity’s image.”

“Sorry boss, I’ll keep it in mind.” Rubbing their head in embarrassment, Rory pushed the conversation back to their point, “I still don’t trust him though, Besides, how useful is he really going to be? I didn’t see anything too impressive from him besides dropping that rat swarm.”

Raising his hand to signal he wanted to talk, Theo waited until Niels gave him a nod to begin. “I disagree with Rory. I think Elijah could be useful. You never know when you might need a good meatshield, and he’s got all the makings of one. Besides, he makes it easy for me to hit things with my bombs.” Losing himself in a tangent, the rest of the man’s words were a barely audible mumble. “The things might have been small fries, but I got a decent experience haul out of it. Fifteen or twenty all told throughout the night.”

Nodding, Niels turned to the last member of their group. “What about you Seba? Got anything you want to say about this guy?”

“Sh-,” Niels watched as Seba opened his mouth, remembered the chewing out Rory had just received, and snapped it back shut. The rogue took a moment to collect his thoughts and began again. “I think the guy could have his uses. Pretty sure he is like me, set up more for taking down hard targets rather than the little stuff. Besides, it’s just for one mission ain’t it? I say we keep him around.”

Unable to keep their temper in check as they watched the rest of the party depart from their opinion, Rory shot up from their seat and paced in aggravation. “But what if he’s a spy for the old man? Or someone else hired for the same job that is planning to swipe the reward at the last minute? What if he’s just useless? I still say we ditch him!”

Eyes hardening a bit, Niels let a little steel into his voice. “Rory, sit down and calm yourself. You really think I would just let that happen? That I would just let someone in to spy on us or to steal our payday?”

Hunching in on themself as he responded, Rory answered contritely, “Of course not boss. I know you take good care of us. We’re lucky for that.”

“Good. And if he can’t pull his weight in a fight, we’ll see if there is something else he can do. If he’s entirely useless, well we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. The other two don’t think that will be a problem and I happen to agree with their assessment.”

“Alright boss, I trust you.” Rory’s response brought a smile to Niels’ face. This was his team and it was good that they trusted him to lead them well.

Replaying Elijah’s performance throughout the night, Niels got back on topic. “It sounds like we’ll have a new travel companion then. He’s got some rough spots that we’ll need to knock out of him if we want to get the most out of his presence. Probably will be worthwhile though. Seba, you think you can help him out a bit? I know it’s not exactly comparable, but you’re the melee expert of the party.”

Grinning a bit at the thought, Seba nodded in assent. “Sure thing boss, I’ll get him standing right in no time.”

“Take it a bit easy on him, don’t fleece him of every coin. No point in taking in a tank that doesn’t want to protect anyone because you’ve gone and robbed him blind.”

“Ain’t robbery to let a fool take a bad bet. And the rest is just teaching him a lesson on the importance of perception.” 

 Tone harsh and eyes flinty, Niels gave one final command, “And Seba, if he does anything even slightly suspicious bring it to me immediately. If this man is some sort of con-man or scavenger hoping to make a big score off us with some confidence scheme...Well he’s going to regret it. Figure out who he is and why he was in the area. I want to know everything about him.”

Light flashing off his cheshire grin, Seba replied, “Course boss.”

#

When Elijah woke in the morning, it was to all four other men busily tearing down their small camp. Elijah had simply rolled out his sleeping bag, peeled off his armor, and fallen asleep using his backpack and coat as a pillow. It was strange to sleep without armor, but the plates of bone that covered his new equipment made it highly impractical to wear the stuff to bed. His reinforced leather armor had been bad enough. 

In comparison, this new group had set up a full scale camp while he was asleep. They each seemed to have their own small cot and tent centered around a small fire pit they had constructed out of scavenged rocks. A small cook station with various pots, pans, and other utensils was set up on what appeared to be a folding table of some kind next to their fire.  He had no idea where it had all come from, he had only seen two small backpacks carried by Theo and Rory between the four of them.

On the ground next to his sleeping bag, Elijah saw a small plate loaded with toasted bread, eggs, and bacon. It was cold by this point, but his mouth watered at the sight of the food. He hadn’t had a chance for something so delicious in weeks. Even when he had spent evolution points on food, it had only been for bare essentials. Basically a meal replacement bar that tasted like wet cardboard.

Grabbing the food and quickly beginning to scarf it down, Elijah almost teared up at the taste. Salt, pepper, and some kind of hot sauce flavored the eggs, giving him flavors he had started dreaming of after the fourth or fifth meal of unseasoned meat. He pulled out some fresh apples he had picked the day before, adding the refreshing flavor to the meal. He couldn’t believe how fantastic the bread was, the butter permeating its toasted surface. 

Calling out to the others, Elijah thanked them for the meal, “Who made this? It’s delicious. Possibly the best thing I’ve ever eaten!”

Chuckling at his overenthusiastic response, the cloaked man Elijah vaguely remembered was named Seba raised his hand, “That’d be me. Glad you liked it newbie, though I’m guessing you’ve been living off blandness and fruit for a while now.”

“True enough. The fruit was a godsend, but I missed spices. Little sad though, I was hoping I could woo you all with my cooking skills.”

“Oh I’m sure you’ll get the chance. Only thing I can cook is eggs. Rory can bake, weirdly enough, but ain’t much chance for that on the road. Niels can do some simple stuff without screwing up too bad, but Theo can’t get near a cookfire without burning everything. Weird problem for an alchemist, but he always whines about the ‘imprecision of the fire’ screwing him up.”

Elijah couldn’t keep a small laugh from his words “Well, I’ll do what I can. I don’t cook over a fire often, but it shouldn’t be that difficult.”

“Good to hear. You need to move your ass though, we’ve gotta get going!” Pulling Elijah up, Seba headed back to the fire and began throwing dirt on top to extinguish the flame. 

#

By the time Elijah had cleaned the plate, packed away his sleeping bag, and struggled back into his armor, the other four had long finished their own packing and were sitting on stools playing cards around a tiny folding table. The armor had been far more difficult than his old leathers, and he was beginning to miss them dearly. The Ghoul Bone Armor had seemed perfectly comfortable the previous day, but no matter what he did the plates no longer seemed to sit right on his body. They constantly shifted, pinched, and dragged at him.

Ignoring Rory’s laughter, Elijah had eventually decided he had done well enough. He had ended up looking a little...lopsided, but there wasn’t much he could do about that particular issue. The breastplate sagged a bit, but didn’t cause him too much of an issue when he moved anymore. He had given up on the shoulder bits, they just would not fit.

Smiling a bit at his predicament, Niels poked Seba in the shoulder, “Go help him get sorted out. Can’t have his armor falling off him as we walk.”

“Sure thing boss. Wouldn’t want the team’s image ruined by two clowns anyway. Theo is enough for one party,” Seba declared as he rose from the table with a flourish, walking off to help Elijah.

“Who the hell are you calling a clown you ass! See if I help you out next time you need a potion of water walking or ‘stamina’ recovery!” Theo shouted after him in irritation.

Flipping Theo off good naturedly as he approached Elijah, Seba began showing the younger man how to properly buckle his armor. “No, see you want to tighten this strap first. If you do it the way you did, the plate is always going to be either too loose or too tight because you are basically guessing how the entire thing will be sitting.”

As Elijah was slowly brought into a combat ready state, Niels had paused from looking at his cards to shoot a few words Elijah’s way, “We took a vote while you were asleep Elijah. If you want to join up with us we got a spot for you. There are a few caveats though.”

Swallowing nervously, Elijah asked what those caveats would be.

“Nothing too onerous. You’ll need to chip in where you can. I’m sure you’ve noticed we don’t have a tanker in our party. That’s going to be your job. Going to be honest, it’s not a fun one either. Your duty is to piss off as many monsters as you can and get your teeth kicked in while we try to kill the things before they can kill you. It ain’t a gig most people are willing to sign on for.”

Cracking a smile, Elijah responded, “That shouldn’t be a problem. I’ve been getting a lot of experience with angry things trying to claw my face off the last few weeks. I think I can manage as your tank. At least as long as you aren’t asking me to jump in front of attacks from a Ghoul Bear or something. I only managed to kill the last one because I did a lot of prep work and was willing to constantly retreat.”

“That’s fair. We’ll need to practice a bit. See just how much you can handle, but I won’t ask you for anything unreasonable. The team always comes first.”

“Thanks. Any other requirements?” Elijah’s response was relieved, scared that Niels had an inflated estimation of his abilities. A few practice runs sounded perfect.

“Oh we’re just getting started. You have a decent set of abilities and the right mindset, but your foundation and equipment is terrible. You have gaps all over the place and a bunch of obvious weak points. As far as I can tell, you haven’t even started cultivating your Ki channels. That’s an absolute must for a physical combatant. We’re going to be training you from the ground up. Make sure you are as useful as possible.”

“That...that actually sounds amazing! Thank you!” 

Niels’ eyes went a little hard at Elijah’s response, “This is going to be hard work Elijah. And you are going to pay us back for every minute of effort we put into you, understand that? Either with your work here in the dungeon or, if you don’t meet our standards, gold once we leave this dungeon. Training under a D rank is expensive, so you best prove you are worth the effort.”

Straightening his shoulders and coming to attention like he would back in training for the national guard, Elijah responded with absolute conviction, “Of course. You won’t regret this decision, I’ll put every effort into being up to snuff as soon as possible.”

“Good. Well then, Elijah, welcome to the Hidden Opportunities party.” Seeing Seba had finished helping get Elijah’s armor sorted out, Niels swept up the playing cards and called out to the team. “All right men, let’s head out.”

            

    
        Chapter 18: A Test of Will

    
    
    
    
                It is the fate of fools to perish. It is not our place to protect the bird from the crosswind if it does not know to land. If some fool noble would seek to fly, they must know the hazards in the sky. Any danger they encounter they have brought upon themself. If they fly into the storm, the storm shall dash them upon the ground. – Letter from the Voice Altocumulus


“Nice to meet you all. Uh, could I get the pleasure of learning your names by any chance? Kind of rude to go demanding mine and not giving one in turn you know…” Li was rambling, he knew he was, but he just wasn’t good at these kinds of things. Being around new people left him feeling awkward and unsure of himself. He never knew what to do with himself. Like where was he supposed to put his hands? Cross them across his chest? Or would that be too confrontational. Oh god, I’m screwing this up. They probably think I’m insane. Fuck, fuck. fuck…

Thankfully the man who seemed to be in charge, the one that had demanded Li’s name when he first came through the doorway, spoke up. “I am Kai Son of Ahiga and leader of Wandering Horizons. You would do well to avoid insulting me after intruding upon my party unexpectedly like you did. Some would believe you a thief or worse, playing the fool to avoid ire.” 

Now that the man was talking and Li was no longer spiraling, he had a moment to really observe the man. Kai was big. Towering over Li himself, who was by no means short. Seven and half feet tall if Li had to guess. Kai wore his black hair long and unbound and his skin was closer to copper than Li’s pale complexion. Something was off about the color of his skin though, a soft glow like veins of dying embers along his arms and legs. His pupils had the same glow, offsetting the rich amber of the iris.

Looking closer, Li began to notice more oddities to the man. His ears were just a little pointed at the peak. Nothing immediately obvious, but noticeable on closer examination. His canines were huge. Not so big as to give him tusks, but they pushed out his lip slightly and were obviously oversized. And the entire man smelled like a smoker. Not a cigarette smoker, the cooking kind. Like fragrant woodsmoke and cooking meats.

Kai was decked out in a full set of leather armor, including a kilt-like skirt that ended at his knees. The armor was sleeveless, but he wore a strange metal glove that ballooned outward to about twice the width of Kai’s forearm and terminated at his elbow. His other arm was bedecked with a number of beautifully carved wooden bracelets. A solid metal breastplate covered the upper half of his chest. A large sword with an extended handle just big enough to fit both his massive hands was held at the ready. The long blade was adorned with a large red gemstone on the pommel and strange ruins along the fuller that glowed brightly with an internal fire.

Brought back to the conversation by the angry glow in the man’s sword and eyes, he winced slightly. He was taking too long to respond, “No insult intended, promise! Just a little nervous. I wasn’t expecting to be flung over here either and a bunch of angry people pointing weapons at me doesn’t help me feel better if I’m being totally honest.”

The woman behind Kai’s right shoulder, almost as tall as he was, placed a calming hand on the man’s shoulder. A calming webbed hand. “Ease up a bit Kai, you’re going to make the guy pass out with how much he’s hyperventilating. And maybe put down the sword.”

 Looking closer he noticed that the woman in the green, no turqoise - it was too...blue…to be green, robes had a slight bluish tinge to her skin and gills on either side of her neck. He almost swore she had scales on her knuckles too. As she was talking, she gave Li what he was assuming she imagined was a calming smile. It certainly might have been if she didn’t have so many very, very sharp teeth filling her mouth. 

“I’ve got a feeling about this one Kai. I say we listen to what he has to say.”

Li watched Kai’s internal debate at her words, eye’s shifting between the two of them, before he finally slammed the sword into the sheath on his back. Throwing his hands in the air he let out a loud snort, “You always have feelings about the people we run into Norah! Are you sure this is a good feeling and not a ‘we are about to be robbed blind’ feeling?”

The man’s tone was significantly less formal now that the situation had calmed down a little, but there was still a certain rigidity to how he talked. Like he was accustomed to formal conversations, but comfortable enough with these people that he could let those pretentions go. For the most part.

Laughing in a light tone far more girlish than her large frame would suggest, Norah responded with, “It’s a feeling that sticking around this one will be interesting!”

The other members of their team groaned at that, but it was a resigned sound. An acknowledgement that there was little they could do about what came next. Kai, especially, seemed reconciled to his fate.

“Those are the worst ones, Norah! They always end with us nearly dying or accused of crimes against the crown, or banished from the city!” 

As Norah gave Kai a little poke in response, the team seemed to have completely forgotten about him, “You love those adventures and you know it! Sure we can never go back to Shesh’kanath, but how many people can claim they stole the ancestral family jewels of a fallen royal house to pay their hotel bill?”

“Gods damn it, that is exactly the sort of mess I am talking about. Next thing we know, we will be hearing this man’s sob story about the stolen fortune of his bloodline lost to a vampire flock. Or how he was left here to die by his stepfather. Or some other ridiculous story that sends us off on some grand quest for justice!” Kai sounded angry, but he was smiling as he yelled at her.

Turning back to Li, Kai returned his early line of inquiry, “Norah may wish to give you a chance, but I demand answers to my questions before that. What, exactly, did you mean when you stated that showing up here was unexpected?”

The more formal, rigid tone was back now that he was talking to Li again. Like the man’s words were made of iron and there was no weaseling around them.

“I found a weird spot in the dungeon where the magic was behaving differently. When I went to check it out, something activated and I found myself here. Looking back, it was kind of dumb of me, but nothing’s been an issue so far.”

The woman in the kimono laughed at that. Li couldn’t help but think she had a beautiful laugh, it matched well with her elegant appearance. She wore a black kimono with a red floral pattern that looked almost like climbing flames and carried a staff made of some sort of dark, nearly black, wood. The tip of the staff formed a charred cage of roots around a small ball of fire that almost seemed like a small sun. Her black hair was pulled up into a bun, but the ends of each one seemed to be almost burning. Like Kai, she seemed to have veins of embers burning in her arms and eyes. She held herself aloofly, like a princess debating the secrets of the kingdom. Then she spoke and ruined her carefully cultivated aura, “A little dumb? First thing any adventurer learns is don’t fuck with things you don’t recognize.”

He had to admit the woman probably had a point. It was pretty obvious not to screw with something you didn’t understand, he’d just gotten a little overconfident after the confrontation with the Warlord. Ok a lot overconfident. Mana Sense had been making him way too confident that he was seeing everything that was a threat.

“Yeah, I, uh, might have been making a few bad decisions at the time. I’m not exactly used to this sort of thing, you know?” Li smiled sheepishly as the five other people stared at him.

“What do you mean you are ‘not used to this’?” The woman that spoke this time had a slight accent, and spoke with a slight emphasis on her s-es. 

The woman wore an emerald green dress that split in the front to reveal pants of the same color. The hem of the dress was decorated with a beautiful gold patterning. The runes almost seemed like calligraphy in a foreign language he could not comprehend, elegant but expressing a clear purpose. As he looked closer, he realized that what he had originally taken for eyeliner was actually small emerald scales with golden patterning and they could be seen in small, elegant patches under her cheeks and running down the back of each arm. Her eyes were a golden serpentine slit, lending her an air of danger and focus. 

She held herself at the ready and when she continued it was with clear suspicion, “If you are untrained, you have made a foolish decision to enter this place. I will not allow you to endanger Wandering Horizon in your stupidity. I vote we leave him here. His story doesn’t matter, he is a danger whether he is untrained, a fool, or outright malicious. And he is certainly at least one of those things.”

“Oh lay off him a bit Ananya,” the woman in the kimono said. “We were all incompetent once. It’s our job as adventurers to keep people safe. Even from their own dumb decisions.”

“I most certainly will not Emiko. It is my job to keep us safe and this man is a threat. Our job is to keep people safe to the best of our ability, not to get ourselves killed protecting people from themselves.” Ananya’s voice was harsh, but Li could sense the worry underneath her confrontational attitude.   

“If I might interrupt,” Li said. “I never actually asked for you to save me, you know?” Quickly backpedaling, he corrected himself, “That’s not to say I wouldn’t take any help you can give me of course. I’m just saying I will take what you are willing to give and do my best from there.”

Kai snorted at that, “Yes. Whatever we can spare. I suppose this is where the scamming begins. Still, I cannot simply discount your entire story. Still, I must know, why did you even enter this dungeon?”

“I, uh, I just kind of woke up here. The System told me I had an opportunity in this place, and I didn’t have any obvious way out, so I decided to go for it.” He shrunk a little at the end of that, adding defensively, “Not like I had much choice anyway.”

“See Kai, told you he was going to be interesting!” Norah shoved her way forward and pulled Li into a large bear hug. “I say we take this little stray in! At least for a bit.”

Finally, the last member of the party made himself known. He was dressed head to toe in a deep, dark grey cloak. Sewn into the cloth in black and light grey thread was a hypnotic pattern of swirls. The bottom of his face was concealed with a part of the cloak, but the upper half revealed a handsome man in his early thirties with dark skin and a pair of pearly horns coming out from either temple. His black hair was buzzed into a neat fade, the curls of his hair just barely there. His golden eyes were calm and surrounded by laugh lines, though they currently had a suspicious cast to them.

  “I can keep an eye on him if you want Kai. You and I both know we aren’t talking Norah out of this and it would be cruel to simply leave him here if his story is true. Maybe I can teach him to stop touching everything he comes across while I’m at it.”

With a long-suffering sigh, Kai turned to Li for a moment. “It is the duty of every adventurer to save citizens in need from monster attacks. We even get a reward for it if we bring you back to a Guildhall. I do not just do it for the reward of course. I also agree with Djimon that refusing you aid would be cruel, should your story be the truth. Still, I believe that we should vote on this matter. All in favor of bringing this man with us?”

Still holding Li like he was a child, Norah raised her hand, “You know my vote Kai. The more I hear the more I know that this one is going to be fun. And I’ll help Djimon with keeping tabs on him. Promise.”

“Like you ‘kept an eye’ on Jen as she stole my sword?”

“Hey, I followed her back. Even stopped her from killing her daddy with it.”

“I am not defending her father. He deserved the beating you gave him, bruising his own child like that all those years. I am more concerned you will happily watch our things wander off to a ‘good cause.’”

“Only if he asks nicely first!”

Clearly done with the conversation, Kai turned to Emiko, “What about you? Do you agree we should bring him with us?”

Giving him a long look, she eventually snorted and said, “Idiot won’t live another week without us. He’ll be running around touching everything that glows until something smooshes him.

He deserved that. He really did. It was still hard to swallow. His offense must have been visible on his face, because Emiko stuck her tongue out at him and gave him a look that dared him to disagree. 

“If he’s a good boy, maybe I will teach him how to read magic flows enough that he can at least avoid the dangerous stuff.” She finished with a grin.

“You and Norah will be the death of me Emiko, I swear. Djimon, you already said you are for this. I suppose that just leaves you Ananya. Are you still voting no?”

Sighing, Ananya made her opinion known, “I would make this decision unanimous. I do not believe this to be the best decision, but it is more important to me to preserve our cohesion. I will support this endeavor, foolish though it may be.”

Smiling at her response, Norah called to her, “Reasonable as ever dear. Thank you for putting up with me!”

Ananya could not suppress her own smile at that, obviously overjoyed to receive Norah’s praise. “Someone must be the voice of reason amongst us, but that does not mean I have to rain on your parade Norah.”

“I thank you for that Ananya. If I was the only one dealing with these three’s whims with any semblance of reason, I imagine I would quickly go insane.” Turning back to Li, Kai continued. “Li, you are officially under the protection of Wandering Horizons. We look forward to working with you for as long as your intentions remain benign.”

#

Some hours later, Norah found herself sitting alone and thinking as Kai prepared dinner. Their leader was insistent that no one else be allowed near the food as they “could make boiled water indigestible”. The Team had been working their way deeper into the dungeon throughout the day and Li had been far less of a burden than Kai had feared. He was surprisingly capable for an untrained landwalker. Her family would have called him a pupsoft, a child freshly exposed to the world and too weak to defend themselves. He acquitted himself well, though, and he had a solid set of spells.

Only at the Beginner level unfortunately.

Or maybe fortunately. So many younglings tried to get too fancy when creating their first Intermediate spells. Very few individuals had the knack for knowing which unaffiliated spells would combine well. Norah herself had it. She was even considered something of a prodigy at it. Kai on the other hand, he had to research each and every spell combination. See what records said would happen. He was too structured and formulaic, while the fusion process required instinct and ingenuity. You had to feel the spells and how they wanted to interact.

Still, until he was ready to make the fusion, he would be severely underpowered compared to the rest of the party. He had found ways around that. Layering and combining spells in impressive ways. The training to do that wouldn’t be entirely worthless either. Having to focus on many spells at once was good training regardless of ability. It would give him a solid foundation and major lead when he began training for Advanced level spells as well.

And he would get there eventually. He just needed a little push in the right direction. Fortunately for him, he had stumbled upon some of the best trainers in the entire region. Few in the Central Elderwoods Mountain Region had as much experience teaching young adventurers as Kai and herself. On top of that, Kai had a family with literal generations of adventuring knowledge to pass on and the exact type of stick in the mud, overly cautious personality to have memorized the vast majority of it. She herself came from a family of Deep Hunters in the Emerald Depths Ocean. It meant she had been drilled from birth in combat and situational awareness. They were a trove of knowledge, Li just needed to know to ask for it.

The pale young man was currently deep in conversation with Djimon, learning more about how their rogue discovered the dungeons numerous traps while they waited for Kai to finish cooking. Djimon seemed to be enjoying the conversation almost as much as Kai. He always had regretted that Anaya and Emiko didn’t share his interest in secret hunting. He liked to say there was no point in exploring an ancient ruin if you weren’t sure you had found every secret. As the two spoke, she found herself giving the stray a once over.

She was not great with baseline humans, the Cetros gave very different signs of unhealthiness when compared with most purely terrestrial species, but she thought Li was unhealthily palid. Like she would be able to see his bones with a strong enough light source. That was strange given how clear the dungeon liked to keep the sky. As far as she was aware normal humans would tan just like herself.

His skin wasn’t the only pale part of him. He had light blonde hair that she could tell had once been kept short and business-like, though had apparently had more than enough time to grow out. He had grown a rough beard maybe a shade darker that desperately needed to be groomed, giving him a slightly ragged look.

The look was not helped by the torn-up shirt and pants. Or his leather armor, which practically fell off his thin frame. The man was nothing but skin and bones, another cause for her worry over his health. Add on his tall, for a human, sixish-foot frame and narrow shoulders, and the man looked more skeleton than alive. He had piercing gray eyes though, as if daring the world to underestimate him.

If he really was sick, or had been sick, he was a fighter. He wasn’t going to just let the world beat him into submission. It was one of the things she liked about him. It would have been so easy to shrink in on himself with his appearance, but he stuck his chest out and walked like he owned the world around him. The bearing of a real adventurer.

As she walked over to them, she heard the tail end of the Li and Djimon’s conversation. Djimon was usually the person Wandering Horizons put in charge of talking to people. Kai found most individuals disappointing, and they found him pompous. Ananya didn’t particularly like people and Emiko could be a bleeding heart or cold as stone depending on whether she liked you or not. As for herself, Norah got bored. Why talk to someone if they weren’t interesting?

“…I said before, there isn’t one ability you can pick up to just detect everything. There is always a way to mask a trap from any kind of detection ability. You have to put in the time to pick up the right signs if you want to find a trap before it goes off. And that means studying. Follow me around tomorrow. I’ll point out how I am finding everything.” Djimon was telling the truth, but a solid set of sensory abilities would help most people find nine in ten traps without issue. Any more than that was really only important if you were moving alone or you were the team’s scout.

“Sorry to interrupt boys, but I want to borrow Li for a second. Djimon, why don’t you go help Emiko with securing our campsite.” Li didn’t seem entirely surprised to find her there, though the bit of his talk with Djimon she had overheard basically confirmed her suspicion that he had a pretty decent perception spell or ability.

Giving her a grin, Djimon lept up from his seat, “Sure Norah, shouldn’t be too big of an issue.” Running off, he quickly met up with Emiko who was scowling as she used her magic to place flaming runes around their campsite.

“Hi Norah. Um, what can I do for you?” He was still nervous around them, which was understandable.

“Well, the first thing you can do is stop looking like I am going to eat you!” She gave him a wide smile and caught him flinch. Right, teeth. Guess he’s never met a Cetros before.

Attempting to avoid any awkwardness while Li got himself under control, she kept talking, “Why don’t you get up and join me for a bit. I want to see what you can really do.”

Li obviously had no idea what to make of that, “Aren’t you the healer? Wouldn’t it be, I don’t know, mean of me to hit you?”

“Hah!” It took every ounce of control not to flash her teeth in another grin, “Come on you. No hard feelings if you give me a smack or two. In fact, if you do I think Kai might pull that stick out of his ass long enough to laugh for a bit.”

From over by the fire, Kai rolled his eyes and shouted over “Don’t go too crazy. We still have to sleep here!”

#

Li wasn’t sure what to make of Norah. The tall, muscular woman looked the threatening fighter, but wore a robe and had only used healing magic in his experience so far. A spell called Sap of the Tree of Life which produce a golden orb of glowing, syrupy liquid that dissolved into the target and caused wounds to heal with incredible speed. She wore a set of light leather armor under her robe, but it was crisscrossed with bandoliers carrying various wands and potions.

Still, when he looked at her his motion sense told him nothing. Not a whisper of what she was going to do next. No tensing muscles, not slight movements. Not a hint of what she was planning. All of the Wandering Horizons were the exact same. It wasn’t until they were actually in motion that he could get a hint of what they were aiming for. Even when they did move, it didn’t tell him anything. They could easily leave his projected directory without a single sign something was going to change. You’d think the healer would be the worst at that, but as far as Li could tell Norah was a step above the others at concealing her movements.

Then there was the fact that when she apparently wanted to fight him barehanded! And not in a hand-to-hand combat way. She had specifically told him to bring his knives. The healer wanted to fight him barehanded while he was fully equipped in a one-on-one fight. The woman was standing maybe fifteen feet from him, cloak and bandoliers missing.

When Norah saw his apprehension just laughed and cracked her knuckles, “Don’t worry, you can go all out against me! I may be a decade and a half your senior, but I’m solid as a rock. Promise!”

Getting more serious she pulled her fists up in a boxer’s stance and continued, “Don’t hold back on me. I need to see what you can do! You hold back on me and we’re just going to have to do this all over again. You can start whenever.”

Grimacing, Li began walking forward. She wanted to see what he could do, fine. He’d show her what he could do. He just wouldn’t hit too hard. Use Titan’s Leap to slip around behind her and go for a punch. Simple, effective, and most importantly not dangerous. These people were good, he knew that, but he wasn’t going to beat up a support mage.

Using Titan’s Leap was difficult, but impressive. A rush of speed so incredible he couldn’t really control himself once he was in motion. The speed left him feeling slightly shaken purely from the gravities it subjected his body to. Nothing he had run into so far could deal with the speed the spell granted him, and he planned to use that to his advantage now. In a blink he was behind and to the left of Norah, already spinning for a punch on her unprotected flank.

Except it wasn’t unprotected. Norah had made just enough of a partial turn to slap his fist out of the way. Then she was punching back at him. He threw up a Force Shield across his upraised arms, blocking the incoming blow much as he had the Warlord’s sword. And then the world flickered as he felt the blow. Because of her greater height, Norah’s blow came at him from above. The Shield had held, but Li’s stance had not and he had been slammed into the ground.

Standing above his prone form Norah let out a laugh, “Come on now, I know you can do better than that. Let’s give it another go, yeah?”

Off toward the camp, Li distinctly heard the sounds of three other voices laughing as well. Their voices were, perhaps, a bit more mocking than Norah’s own and he could only shake his head in chagrin. He deserved that; he’d taken her far too lightly. But still, how had she done that? Was it just a difference in their stats?

“How do you hit so hard? I didn’t sense you activating any spells…”

“Of course not! I wasn’t using any. My race is already far stronger than your own at a base level and combining that with my Ki is more than enough to give me the physical strength to overpower you. I’m assuming you haven’t opened any of your own? I can’t sense any.”

Completely confused by the question Li asked, “What’s a Ki channel?”

That answer seemed to surprise Norah, reacting as if she’d been slapped, “You really are pupsoft. Cetros won’t let their young leave the bay without at least one Ki channel open.”

She paused as she seemed to give the issue some thought, “Suffice to say that Ki is the internal application of mana to reinforce the body. Different than spells, it is a permanent increase in your body’s abilities in exchange for a permanent decrease in your total mana pool. You also gain access to a Ki pool that can be used to empower the body further or power certain abilities.”

Raising her fists in the air once more, she flashed her sharklike teeth at him and asked, “We can get into the details of that later though. Ready to try again?”

#

Each of the following rounds ended just as quickly as the first. The second round he had tried a head first charge, hoping to knock her to the ground by slamming into her with the full force of Titan’s Leap. It had been like smacking into a brick wall. All that he had accomplished was knocking the wind out of himself. The resulting opening had been enough for her to smack him on the head and declare victory.

On the third and fourth he had attempted a slower offensive, opting for the control that his Reinforcement Armor provided. No longer worried about her durability, in the third round he had gotten in close and used Giant’s Punch with a jab toward her face. She had pushed his arm to the side so the fist missed her by only an inch and countered with a punch to the chest that left him gasping on the ground. The fourth round, he had attempted to kick her legs out from under her only for her to leap over the kick and knee him in the face.

By the fifth round he had fully attracted the attention of everyone else in the camp but Kai, who never looked up from his cooking as far as Li could tell. He was also, at this point, finally ready to admit he needed to use his knives. He couldn’t win up close, so he’d need to maintain his distance. It didn’t seem like Norah planned to use any magic, so that would be a major advantage.  He’d fly the knives around a bit and go for some light knicks. She was a healer, so that should be easy enough to fix up afterward.

The knives had been a mistake. The moment one got within arm’s reach, she had snatched it out of the air and thrown it back at him with such force that he didn’t have time to react. He only realized what had happened after he felt the burning pain of something cutting deep into his thigh and what he swore was something scraping on the bone underneath. Then, once the shock had passed, he dropped to the ground, screaming in agony while the audience “ooo”-ed in sympathetic pain.

Hardly a moment passed before he felt a cool, numbing liquid slowly seep across his skin. “You’re fine, I’ll have that healed up the moment you pull the knife out. Adventurers have to get used to pain. No matter how good you are, sooner or later you are going to get stabbed.”

From off to the side, he heard Djimon speak, “She’s right man. You want to continue in this dungeon, you’re going to have to get used to this stuff. Also, I’d pull that knife out sooner rather than later. Norah’s nice, but she won’t go easy on you. So it’s staying in your leg until you pull it out yourself. Course, you could always just say you don’t want to be an adventurer. Then you’d just be a protection detail.”

There it was again. The decision. Continue on, grow stronger, and make something of himself in this life after sickness had denied him the chance in his last life. Or take the easy route. It wasn’t a decision he could only make once and everything would be great after that. It was one he would have to make over and over and over. With ever increasing stakes.

But his answer hadn’t changed.

Slowly, hands shaking, he reached toward the knife that was embedded in his leg. He wrapped his fingers around the handle and immediately regretted it when the shaking caused that awful scrapping feeling to return in force. For a second the dulled sense of pain returned and he felt every motion of the short blade.

With a shout, he ripped the knife from his leg. He was expecting a giant splurt of blood, but there was nothing. Norah was as good as her word and the flesh had literally healed as the knife left the wound. That had been far more difficult than he had ever imagined.  But they were right, he was lucky to have gone this long with only bruises. He would need to get used to the idea of getting hurt.

Straightening up, he was surprised by a bear hug from Norah as she lifted him off the ground, “Good job pup! You’ve got spine.”

Behind her he heard the rest of the team approaching. Kai, who he had previously been sure hadn’t been paying attention spoke up next. “Norah is right. You are obviously green, but being able to accomplish this is a good sign for your future. I will not say you do not deserve to be an adventurer.”

“Nerves of steel this one!” Laughing happily, Djimon grabbed him in a one-armed hug as soon as Norah put him down, “Don’t let Kai undersell it. Most newbies leave screaming about how Norah is a monster or scared to death of being hurt again. Only the ones serious about getting better manage to pull the knife out.”

“Wait, she’s done this before?” Li was flabbergasted by Djimon’s implication, “Wait, was she planning this from the beginning?”

Laughing a bit, Emiko chimed in, “Done it before? It’s practically a rite of passage with our group. She’s done that to every one of us but Kai. Not to say she hasn’t stuck a pointy object or two in Kai as well…”

“It is true. Norah is well known for her, shall we say, aggressive training methods. But nobody has been able to argue with her results.” Apparently even Ananya, with all her distrust of him, felt some amount of comradery after watching his actions.

#

That hadn’t been the end of his fights with Norah. She had insisted he continue to fight her until he began repeating his strategies, entirely out of new ideas for fighting her. It had been a lesson in humility, knowing that this woman could dismantle him with ease. Of course, according to Emiko and Djimon she was every bit the fighter that Kai was.

Apparently, she did not believe in the idea that a healer should be kept safe by the rest of the team. She preferred a more active role in their more difficult encounters.

Standing over him as he sat panting on the ground, Norah began listing what she saw as his ‘problematic habits’. “You rely too much on your sensory ability. Based off the nature of your other magics, I am guessing it senses motion. It’s impressive that you are able to anticipate your opponents’ actions based on that, but any fighter can do the same. They base their observations on stance, balance, and line of sight, but it’s all the same. Any competent fighter has learned how to use those senses to fake and confound their opponent.

“Speaking of competent fighters. You aren’t one. You can fake it very well, I’ll admit, but you aren’t. None of your actions are truly natural to perform. You need to work on making a set of moves second nature. Something that takes no thought to use. And stop leaning on the crutch of your magic for a while, it will help you a lot in the long run.

“Your magic itself is lacking, you need to create some Intermediate spells. That will help you a lot. I bet you’d have a pretty major increase in power once you accomplish that. Still, your spells are pretty effective and generally seem to be low cost. They also work well with your fighting repertoire. I like the hit and run style you have going on. I’m going to ask you to train with all of us to figure out what style fits you best, but I would suggest talking to Djimon for that particular aspect.

“Overall, you’ve skipped the basics. You have an impressive spell set and I believe you will be quite capable given time, but you need to address some major flaws. If you don’t go back and correct your foundation, I doubt you will ever make it out of the lower half of D rank. We can help you with that. If you want.”

Li couldn’t help but smile at her offer. He wasn’t so proud as to believe he had stumbled upon some secret method all his own of becoming the most powerful being in the world. What they were offering him was everything he could have asked for.

“I think I’d like that quite a bit, if you’re offering.”

            

    
        Chapter 19: Mutually Beneficial Relationships

    
    
    
    
                I would call for a more hands off resolution to these issues. The storm cares not for the opinions of those below it. The storm will simply follow the wind and unleash its fury on that which does not flee its path. The shadow of our coming should alert those before the stormfront of what is to come. As Altocumulus said, any who seek to fly must know the dangers of the sky. I am more concerned about The Herald’s other interest. The idea that this new wind might bring changes that threaten the balance. That they might carry new weapons. – Letter from the Voice Stratus


As Asher approached the attached campsite through the intervening ash wall, she heard a deep voice speaking, “I believe it’s in our best interest to end our exploration of this dungeon. Moving further in, while not impossible, would be incredibly slow and difficult. We just don’t have a team meant for something like this. It wasn’t something we were primarily interested in.”

Another voice, high but clearly masculine, took over from there. “I regretfully agree with Andre. I would love to have a closer look at the lava bridges. The volcanic glass is truly beautiful and if I could harvest some it could be the perfect material for the tiles in a bathroom I have been designing. Perhaps we could make a few trips out onto the bridge, though I fear our ability to consistently put down the bridge’s guardian. None of us are well equipped for fighting the creature once it retreats into the lava pools.”

This time a feminine voice took over. A little deep for a woman, but sharp and crystal clear. Like ice cracking in the depths of winter. “I do not like this place. So many of my spells are far weaker than they should be. If the lakes and ponds were normal water rather than molten stone, I would be far more confident of our chances. At least then I could be useful, as it is I am only another weight.”

The first voice started speaking again, “Nobody thinks of you that way Veronika. You warned us when we were thinking about coming here. Not like my magic is that much more useful out on the lake! It’s the responsibility of the team to help pick up the difference when circumstances leave one of us weak.”

“Andre is quite right dear. The Ascendent Solarus ensures that there is a way through all trials.” The voice was airy, but bright. Like you could feel the warmth and joy she brought to every situation. “And in that same vein, I believe that there is a way for us to move forward. None of us have accomplished our goals in coming here. Not yet. Let me pray for guidance tonight, and we will see if the Guiding Lights are willing to share their wisdom.”

The second voice was speaking again, “I don’t see a problem with that. We have no reason to hurry at this time Sahar. If you wish to take the night, or even some time tomorrow, to ask for help I say take whatever time you need. The next trade caravan will not leave any later because we decided to spend an extra day here.”

A new man’s voice began to speak then. Gravely, like the speaker had just woken up or was a little sick. “Go for it. I like this place, plenty of good spots to set up ambushes and the Certilia are interesting prey.”

There was a sigh and the first woman, Veronika, was speaking again, “If only I could join you in your enthusiasm Balam. I agree that there are so many unique monsters to fight here, and in any other situation I would be raring to join you in your hunt.”

A gravely laugh that could only be from this Balam individual interrupted her, “Strange to see you so resigned Veronika. I didn’t think anything could keep you from hunting new monsters.”

“Hmmm. If we could find a way, I would love to claim some claws from one of the matriarchs. I would enjoy bringing them back to the outpost and sharing the story. So many of the younger hunters are eager to hear about prey in the wider world.”

Once more the second voice cut in, “Veronika is just crabby that her spell failed to kill that Certilia yesterday. And that she can’t wear her favorite gear in here. Her spells aren’t nearly as weak as she is making them out to be, the thing was just lucky.”

“Why anyone would want to wear anything but an Ice Lion fur I do not know Xavier. Nothing else I have tried has been half as comfortable.”

“Because we do not want to melt Veronika! How you wear that getup even outside this dungeon I will never know.”

The warm voice spoke up, “She has a cooling rune sewn into it! I saw her patching it up a few weeks ago. She has the mana for it I suppose.”

Somebody, presumable this Veronika woman, let out a discontented harumph at this, clearly displeased her secret had been revealed.

It was at this point that Asher finally broke through the wall and into the clearing. As soon as she was through, she was greeted by the soft, matronly voice, “Hello child, what brings you to our camp?”

The speaker was a woman who appeared to be in her early to mid-thirties, the first signs of laugh lines crinkling her eyes and she exuded a motherly aura. Perhaps most interestingly, the woman, who had to be Sahar, glowed. Quite literally. A soft golden light coming from her large frame and leaving her dusky skin appearing almost golden.

The woman was also huge, easily two feet taller than Asher herself. Of all things, it was the thought of having to look up like that made her pause. It simply wasn’t something a five-foot-eleven woman often had to do. The tall, tusked woman she corrected herself.

Sahar wore a blue and white dress that looked vaguely religious and a tall, conical hat connected to a veil hanging along her back and shoulders. The dress had large bell sleeves which hung from her wrists and gave her sleeves an almost wing-like feel. The dark blue hems of her dress and the matching shawl she wore around her shoulders almost seemed to be covered in writing, but it looked nothing like any language Asher had seen before.

Deciding she had taken long enough with her staring, Asher quickly began talking, “Rebecca sent me your way. She said you might be headed further into the dungeon.”

As she spoke, Asher debated how she could best ask for their help. She didn’t have money to pay them and she was obviously less experienced than these people. What possible reason would they have for wanting to bring her along?

Before she could continue, the deep voice of the first man, Andre if she was correct, began to talk. The speaker was a few inches taller than the giant, glowing woman and had a pair of horns protruding from his temples and out toward his shoulders. The things curved forward and up, ending in a pair of wicked points, and were thick enough Asher assumed she could hang her entire body weight on them. The man had a full, well-kept beard and long, blonde hair he kept tied in a braid. He wore a set of plate armor, but it appeared to be made entirely of some type of dark wood with a black, skin tight suit visible between the gaps. At his side sat a shield of the same material and a whip was curled on his hip.

“Ohoho! So, the mother hen is letting her little charges out of her sight long enough to be exposed to our bad influences huh?” The big man smiled widely as he said this, clearly amused with himself.

“Oh, lay the girl you great oaf. You’re going to make her nervous with your jokes. You know how Rebecca is with insults.” She had been expecting this new man to be the gravely voice, with his wide frame and heavily muscled physique, but was surprised to learn he was actually the highest pitched of the men she had overheard earlier. The man wore some kind of plate mail made of stone and looked as though he talked about as often as a rock. He had long, pointed ears like an elf from a fantasy movie and vaguely Asiatic features that came together in a refined visage from the neck up. Like someone you expected to see walking along wall street talking about stocks and the effect of the current economy on their company.

The man, short only in comparison to his companions, sat leaning against a large hammer and shield and scratched at the five o’clock shadow forming along his jaw. His black hair was cut short, in the perfect image of a down to business professional. He was also, quite possibly, on of the hairiest men she had ever met. Thick, course strands protruding from his arms and the small dip in his shirt collar like some sort of pelt.

“Calm down Xavier,” The tall, horned man replied with a grin, “everyone knows I’m kidding. Besides, Rebecca would only be kicking my ass if she was offended by what I said.”

That statement put a smile on the rock man, Xavier’s, face, “True enough. And I wouldn’t do a thing to help you. Besides, we all know you’d be every bit the overbearing protector she is if you were in the same position.”

A piercing, clear laugh came from the other woman in the camp at that. The laugh tinkled like falling icicles before she spoke, “He has you there Andre. You dote so much on every child you come across, I am surprised you haven’t been roped into training a class already.”

The woman was pale. Not light skinned or untanned, pale as though she had never seen the light of the sun. The very border of unhealthy. Her skin had a tight, almost rubbery appearance to it at first glance and long, thin whiskers protruded from either cheek. Her eyes were pure black, with no whites, and matched with her long, black hair. She was maybe an inch or two shorter than Asher and stocky with muscle and obviously a bit younger than Andre, Sahar, and Xavier. Despite her age and relative height, the woman had a look of command to her.

The big, horned man blushed a little at the two’s comment and rubbed his nose before the first woman spoke up again with a chuckle, “The poor man already has been Veronika. The moment he hits E+ rank, they are going to put a class in his hands. An important task, forging the future generation of Adventurers. Perhaps I will join him, it has been too long since I helped guide new minds.”

Asher cleared her throat to bring their attention back to her at this point, “So speaking of passing on your knowledge to the younger generation…I was hoping you could help me out a little.”

Sahar’s glow seemed to increase a little at that, apparently enthused by her request, “Of course dear! We would love to help you out while we have a little time. As you might have heard we are still debating whether to continue further into the dungeon or not and likely won’t have made a decision until sometime tomorrow. Perhaps this is even a sign that we should head back now. Put our efforts in another direction…”

Quickly, perhaps too quickly, Asher spoke up “No!” Her shout seemed to startle the partly a little, causing slight flinching, “Sorry, I meant to say please don’t think that way. I think you have a little bit of a misunderstanding. I was hoping I could join you as you head further in to the Basin.”

That seemed to surprise Sahar, “And Rebecca agreed to this?”

“Sort of. I should tell you that I did not come into the dungeon with her…” As Asher told the group her story, she noticed a fifth individual off to the side. She didn’t know how she had missed him, but he had been sitting in the shadow of Andre. He had a boyish face, far rounder than she was used to, and a very prominent nose, but was overall quite handsome. Dressed in leather armor, the brown-haired boy seemed to be drawn into her story. She found herself speaking more directly to him as it went on, enjoying his reactions.

By the end, the entire group had gotten caught up in her story. Andre and Sahar had looks of pity for her situations, mixed with the occasional sign of pride at how she had made it through. Veronika and Balam both seemed to take pride in her actions, as if her accomplishments where their own, and they gleefully congratulated her on her rapid growth. Meanwhile Xavier, the odd one out, seemed to take the most nuanced approach to her story. It was obvious he was appraising her worth and the likelihood of her story being true.

“So long story short, I really want to, no I need to head further into the dungeon. It isn’t done with me, and I’m not done with it. Rebecca told me, in no uncertain turns, that the only way she is going to let me even attempt to go further is if I am part of a capable team and no longer on my own. That’s where I am hoping you all would come in…”

#

Xavier wasn’t entirely sure what to think of this Asher stranger. She certainly was a wonderful addition to their party if you only gave it a cursory glance. The exact addition they required to continue the dungeon, almost like an answer to their prayers. And that made him suspicious. It was just too perfect. They had literally just been thinking of turning around because they lacked a powerful damage dealer and one just falls from the sky? It was simply too perfect of a situation. And even beyond that, he had major concerns. 

For one, the girl showed obvious signs of being inexperienced. 

She had the bare minimum of equipment necessary. A staff, a cloak, and a bag. She didn’t even have anything like proper armor! He had been sure she was lying about Rebecca allowing her to stay. Had assumed she had been making things up to extend her fieldtrip in the local dungeon. There was simply no way the woman would approve of such an underequipped individual leaving her sight. Frankly Rebecca should never have even allowed this young woman to enter the dungeon in such a sorry state.

And if Asher hadn’t been lying, then his concerns would have been all the greater. He had known Rebecca for years, if to a lesser extent than his companion, and would still have immediately brought such a lapse in judgement to the higher ups in the Guild. The fear that such decision making was being made by the person entrusted with training new members? 

You simply did not allow recruits to go on real dungeon runs. It was too dangerous and they were too likely to get themselves killed. It was criminal negligence at best, outright murder at worst. And in his mind, not reporting such a decision would have been the equivalent of facilitating each death Rebecca would doubtlessly be responsible for.

But then Asher had shared her story. If even half of it was true at least he could understand where Rebecca was coming from. And Rebecca would have known any lies before Asher even uttered a word of them. 

Such a story was incredible. Near impossible. A miracle in action. Nobody should have been able to survive being dropped into a dungeon without even a single day of combat experience. Asher was truly gifted to have managed it and it spoke volumes to her talent and ability.

Yet even with that monstrous talent, he still wasn’t sure he agreed with letting a greenhorn continue in a dungeon like this. Even with a party like the Green Dawn. In fact, being such a promising recruit made him even more hesitant. The loss of an individual such as Asher was nearly incalculable. She was almost certain to hit C tier given time, ensuring her future as a true elite of the Adventurers’ Guild, at least in this region.

And her dying here was not an impossibility. Not even necessarily unlikely. It didn’t matter how sturdy the construction was if the foundation was shoddy. Put the girl in boot camp. Drive the basics into her. Help her set up a full kit of equipment. In a year she could tear through this place with a party like theirs.

But not yet.

The problem was, he could already see that his compatriots wanted to agree to the girl’s request.  She was excitable, persuasive, and driven. A powerful combination for getting what she wanted, and it made the rest of Green Dawn want to help her and made them ignore that even if this is what the young woman wanted, it wasn’t what was best for her. Worse still, thanks to her talent they ignored the obvious dangers to both the girl and themselves.

Finished composing his thoughts, Xavier broke through the murmurs of congratulations and questions of his fellow party members. “I have to admit, what you have accomplished…it is amazing. It is something I would never expect someone in your position to accomplish. Are you sure you would not prefer to leave the dungeon and finally take a well-earned rest? No one would say you do not deserve such an opportunity.”

Asher looked at him when he said this, and he could tell she knew his thoughts. That he believed it was what was best for her and that he meant no disrespect when he pushed against her joining them deeper in the dungeon. He also knew she would reject his advice.

“I can’t. Not yet. I’m not done here, I can feel it. There is something more here. Something I might not get another opportunity to go after.” Xavier saw the exhaustion in her eyes when she said that, but beneath that was a fire. A refusal to admit she needed to take a break. A drive to keep going regardless of what stood in her way.

Xavier sighed, resolved to do everything in his power to force her to take the rest she needed. Regardless of her opinion of him afterwards. “May I ask that we have the evening to think over your request?”

Glancing around, he made it clear he was requesting that the group discuss the matter away from the woman before they came to a decision. He knew they would agree, even if one or two had wanted to take the girl in immediately. 

#

Xavier had watched Asher leave not long after that, but only after the woman had received assurances from multiple members of the Green Dawn that they would give her request real thought. He certainly had to admit she was persistent, and charismatic enough that she had managed to phrase her requests so that they did not sound like she was whining or nagging.

He felt her leaving through his Earth Magic, thankful that she was giving them the privacy he had requested. He had half expected her to take her time leaving, staying close to the edge of their camp listening like she had when approaching them earlier. He wasn’t sure if he would have waited her out or driven her away at that point.

It was the deep rumble of Andre’s voice that brought him out of his musings, “Alright Xavier, Asher is gone. Time to tell us what has you hesitating. Why don’t you want to take her in?”

“She’s at her limit Andre. Can’t you see that? She needs a break. Even beyond that…She lived as much thanks to luck as she did due to skill.” He kept his distrust to himself. They all knew he was the nervous one and would just chalk it up to paranoia if he started with it.

Veronika interrupted him then, cutting in to say, “I would argue instinct more than luck in most cases. My Soul Sense may not be quite as good as Sahar’s, but Asher’s magic is not subtle. Some of her intermediate Spells…they have an unconventional balance but are obviously powerful. And none of them are failures. If she really made them all without any guidance, she has a strong sense for her magic.”

“Or she was very lucky!” Xavier saw what Veronika was saying, but he had to remind them that a preternatural sense for the spell fusions wasn’t the only possibility.

He was surprised when Balam spoke up. The younger man tended to only listen in during these discussions, content to let the rest of the group decide what to do, “Even if it was luck, that’s a quality all its own in adventurers. Some of the best fighters I’ve talked to say becoming great is a combination of talent, training, and enough luck to make up for when those two fail.”

“Luck is fine, but you cannot make your plans around it.” Xavier took his time looking each companion in the eye before moving on, making sure they saw how serious he was about his next words, “She’s too green. She has zero formal training and is entirely under equipped for what we are likely to run into on the lake.”

Andre laughed at that, “The second is easy enough if we pool some of our old stuff and she has a few points to spend!”

“And that does nothing to address the issue of training!”

It was then, just as Xavier’s temper was beginning to grow with how the others were brushing him off, that Sahar began to speak, instantly soothing him with her calm voice, “What if we took a few days to put her through the basics Xavier? I know you are pushing so hard against her joining us because you are worried about her, so what if we took some time to see what she was really capable of.”

Xavier hesitated at that, “We do not go out onto the lake until after the trial period? And she only joins us out there if we can drive at least a few of the basics into her?”

“Of course dear. We’ll set up our own little boot camp for her out here. I bet we could even get Rebecca and Alejandro to help us out. Rebecca’s charges would enjoy being allowed to stay in the dungeon a little longer and I’m sure Asher would get a lot out of participating in the training. I’ll talk to her about it in the morning if we decide to proceed. And it isn’t like we don’t have plenty of time.”

“She has to be allowed to rest too. We cannot overdue it, hoping to cram months or even years of training and education into a week. That woman is near her breaking point already and I do not want us to be relying on her when or if she snaps.”

“Of course dear. I will commune with the Ascendent Solarus. Look for advice on the best way to guide this new mind. It is not the first time I have helped shepherd a damaged soul. I will help her rest to the best of my abilities.”

Sighing, Xavier rubbed his face knowing he had lost for now at least. “One week, then we see how things stand. And Balam keeps an eye on her. I’d like it if Rebecca talked to her a little more too. You have to admit, her showing up is a little too perfect for us.”

Andre boomed out in laughter for a second time, the peals so deep they felt like they should be shaking the earth. “There’s the overly suspicious elf I was looking for. Was wondering when he would show up.”

“Somebody has to be the cautious one around here Andre. We can’t be giving every person we meet a free pass because they remind you of your cousin, aunt, or neighbor.” Smiling slightly, Xavier directed the discussion toward what, exactly, their curriculum for Ashe would be in the coming days.

#

“If Green Dawn refuses to let me go with them, what do you think our chances are of slipping out of here before Rebecca notices Bob?”

Asher was wearing a groove in the ground with her pacing, but she couldn’t help it. She was sure she had gotten at least the big, horned man and Veronika on her side. The third man had been hard to pin down, hiding off to the side and somehow slipping from her mind, and the glowing woman had seemed fairly neutral throughout. Still, Xavier obviously wanted to send her out of the dungeon and that meant there was every chance they were going to tell her no tomorrow.

“Not great mistress. Somna Fae are well noted for their ability to discover secrets and reveal lies. In addition, she is known to be an accomplished adventurer. A career that usually requires at least some capability in tracking.” Bob’s voice was dry, with maybe just a touch of humor hiding deep within the monotone. “Fae are, in general, also known for their potent illusionary powers. Including, but not limited to, invisibility.”

As Bob finished speaking, Asher barely kept from screaming as she felt a hand on her shoulder. Spinning around in a panic, she found the woman in question grinning widely at her, flying a tiny bit off the ground so Asher was forced to look up at her.

 Seeing Asher calm down, Rebecca began to speak, “The guides right kid, no way you are going to be able to sneak off on me!”

Rebecca gave Asher the best teacher’s glare the young woman had ever seen. The type every teacher Asher had ever had growing up gave right before saying something that Asher was going to listen to or so help every god real and fake. “I’m serious girl, you are not leaving this campsite without the supervision of either myself or the Green Dawn. If you try, I will drag you back to Baramel City by your ear and make sure the guards at every entrance of the Basin know never to let you in her ever again.”

Switching back to a cheerful grin in the way only someone imminently familiar with caring for children could, Rebecca moved on to happier topics. “Now come with me, I got the spare tent set up and laid out a cot just for you. You look dead on your feet kid, it’s high time you got a good night’s sleep.”

After that, Rebecca led her off to a neat campsite filled with sixteen single person tents. They were nothing fancy, simple little A-frame affairs with a flap of tied down cloth hiding a fabric cot and just enough room for a person to crawl in on top, but they were downright luxurious compared to her more recent sleeping accommodations. Around her, fourteen kids that seemed to range in age from maybe sixteen to twenty pretended to be busy while “surreptitiously” observing her. They lay in cots, pretending to sleep, with one eye cracked in her direction, or sat around tables covered in motionless cards.

Asher couldn’t bring herself to care, she was simply too exhausted. Within sight of a comfortable sleeping arrangement, it was as though a five-hundred-pound weight had descended upon her shoulders and she could barely muster the effort to take another step. “Thanks for this Rebecca. Which tent is mine?”

The short woman gestured toward the left side of the semi-circle of tents. “Second one in, right next to my own. If you need anything, tell one of the kids and they’ll come get me.”

Turning her gaze toward the rest of the group, she took in their obvious signs of interest and returned to that stern teacher look, “You hear that everyone! Be on your best behavior for our guest here! If she needs something either help her out or come get me. And don’t bother her unless she says she needs help! Asher needs sleep. Badly. So, try to keep it down for her.”

The woman had more to say to the group, and it seemed like she was getting them ready for something, but by Asher had already been crawling into the tent at that point and any interest in the waking world quickly disappeared in favor of finally being allowed to close her eyes.

#

When Asher woke late the next morning, it was to find the camp entirely empty. Well, almost entirely empty. Alejandro was, as far as she could tell, snoozing in what seemed to be some kind of lawn chair near the firepit in the center of the camp. A wide brimmed hat was laid across his face and he had his feet kicked up on a nearby rock, like this dungeon was some kind of vacation spot and he could relax without a care in the world.

As soon as she started moving around though, the man pushed his hat back onto his crown and swung up into a proper sitting position. “Hungry kiddo? Have a few leftovers from the recruit’s meal stored away that I could reheat.”

As he said the words, Asher’s stomach responded for her. She wasn’t sure how long she had slept for, but it had apparently been long enough to work up quite the appetite. A loud grumble from her stomach made her famished state obvious, and Alejandro let out a small chuckle before he began pulling flour, eggs, and other ingredients from seemingly nowhere.

“Rebecca should be back with her gaggle in a half hour or so, after they finish their morning training. Green Dawn is out with them. Seems like a couple of them wanted to talk with Rebecca.”

Asher felt a rock in her stomach at that. Oh, don’t be such a worrywart! That could be good news!

Putting on a grin, she walked up next to the older man as he started the fire with what appeared to be a wand. “Any idea what they wanted to discuss with her?”

“No clue, besides it being related to you. At least I assume that’s the case.” Grunting as he stood back up, he gave her appraising look, “Listen kid, if they say no don’t take it too hard. You got a future in this career, Rebecca and I both know it. Hell, I’d even be willing to sponsor your basic training and first year’s membership if you decide to join up.

 “Frankly speaking, taking you further in could be construed to be a dereliction of duty by some members of the guild. You ain’t a guild member, so you’re technically free to do whatever you please. Us though, well we’re ‘sposed to keep civies like you safe. Taking you further in could be seen as exposing you to additional danger instead.”

Feeling her heart sink a little, Asher did her best to keep a smile on her face, “Oh, I didn’t know that. Thanks Alejandro. I’ll keep what you said in mind.”

The man grunted at that, giving her a knowing look before he returned to preparing the food. For a while the two enjoyed a relaxed morning together, simply enjoying the delicious smell of the sizzling bacon and eggs while they talked about nothing of importance. Taking turns pouring out pancakes from the batter Alejandro had mixed up and eating their fill.

Then the first of the trainees began trickling in. Each was absolutely covered in dust and sweat, trudging their way forward with limbs dragging. Winking at her, Alejandro stage whispered conspiratorially, “I think that’s your queue to claim one of the showers before anyone else can kiddo.”

Asher could hardly think of anything that sounded better now that she was rested and full. A nice, warm soak to wash away the last of her trial’s aches and pains.

#

When she finally left the shower, she had been riding high on the joy of feeling truly clean for the first time in quite a while. She was also ecstatic to be clothed in a fresh t-shirt and pants Rebecca had left for her, rather than the worn and torn clothing she had stumbled into the camp in. How the woman knew Asher’s size, she had no idea. She wasn’t complaining though.

The last of the trainees had apparently made it back, followed by Rebecca, Sahar, and Xavier. The three looked at her expectantly, and Asher knew it was time. Whatever the decision the three had come to, they were ready to hand down her fate.

Walking up slowly, she took the time to greet them and wish them good morning. Each replied with their own pleasantries, telling her she looked worlds better than she had the previous day. Asher supposed she probably had looked pretty rough. Felt pretty rough.

Sahar was the first to finally broach the topic, “Alright dear, I won’t keep you waiting any longer. The Green Dawn has agreed to take you in-.”

Asher couldn’t help herself, she let out a whoop of joy. A sound which quickly drew the attention of the rest of the camp, who focused in on the conversation with interest. Asher got herself under control as quickly as she could, but she caught the indulgent smile Sahar quickly hid and Alejandro’s look of amusement.

 “As I was saying dear, we have agreed to take you in on a provisionary basis. Our group does not have infinite time, but we have enough to take a week and get a real feel for your abilities. Rebecca here has been kind enough to agree to delay her own groups return from the dungeon as they had been slightly ahead of schedule anyway. She’ll be helping us out in this trial period.”

It was here when Xavier cut in, obviously disapproving of Asher’s earlier outburst, “This is not a game Asher. I, we, expect you to learn everything you can in the next week. We will be giving you a crash course on the basics of adventuring. Everything we can cram into your mind besides basic spell-work, since you appear to have that well in hand. If you do not meet our expectations, you will be leaving the dungeon with the rest of us.”

Rebecca cut in at this point, “You will also be expected to do basic training with the rest of my recruits Asher. Running, strength training, basic combat forms, and scouting. Special attention will be paid on threat assessment and monster identification, along with guild protocols for escaping from dangerous situations. The Green Dawn party wants to ensure you have every advantage we can give you for surviving an expedition onto the lake, and I agree with them.”

Sahar began speaking again. Clearly the group wanted to present a united front, avoiding any chance that she would target any particular individual with her ire. Not that they needed to worry, this was actually perfect. Asher could not have been happier with the situation. Bob had been incredibly helpful throughout the dungeon, but the amount of information she was authorized to access was exceedingly low and she would much prefer to be well informed.

“You will also be expected to rest dear. Like we said earlier, you look worlds better than you did yesterday but it is my professional opinion as the party’s healer that you are in need of as much rest as you can get. I will also be overseeing your diet, as you clearly have not been eating particularly well these last weeks. I plan to make sure you are as healthy as a Cetros Deep Diver before the week is up!”

“This sounds amazing.” Stepping forward Asher, drew all three into a hug. Xavier made a small show of resisting, but gave in in the end. “Thank you so much for this! I will do everything I can to make sure you don’t regret it!”

            

    
        Chapter 20: Keen Eyes

    
    
    
    
                I agree with Voice Stratus. Our focus should be on containing the chaos these new additions to our world forewarn. They bring new knowledge. New forms of power. Even worse than these new fronts, I fear they might energize winds long dormant. The Storm has long had enemies who would see any change in the supporting currents as an opportunity. We must keep our ears and eyes open, lest we miss a vital shift in the currents. I believe myself to be most fitting in this task. With the agreement of the other voices, and the permission of The Herald, I would leave to pursue the whispers I hear on every breeze. - Letter from the Voice Cirrostratus


“Come on Li, you call that a knife throw! I feel sorry for your weapons. I bet you couldn’t hit anything without your magic! And we spent all that time drilling in proper throwing form too!” The voice came from all around him, echoing from one shadow after another. It was relentless in its mocking too, never missing a chance to let Li know how outmatched he was.

His opponent was capable of some form of limited teleportation, jumping into a shadow at one spot and appearing out of a different one. They could also remain hidden in the shadows, untouchable to Li, for at least some amount of time. They had to pop out occasionally though, and that was when Li could strike.

The problem was figuring out what shadow his opposition would appear from. He only had a split second to react when he felt the magic activate with his Mana Sense, just enough of a window to throw. If his opponent wasn’t in his field of view, that meant he missed his chance as he would not have enough time to reorient as well. The owner of the voice had made a mistake though, slowly showing a pattern as the two had continued to fight. Li probably never would have noticed, if not for the unending insults.

It seemed like his enemy needed to pop out of the shadows to some lesser degree to speak, and had incorporated those manifestations into their wider pattern. With how much they talked, it allowed him to experience the pattern far more frequently than he normally would have. By now, he had a fairly good idea of which shadow would be next.

They’ll talk from that shadow to the right next. The one made by Ananya’s tent. After that will be the shadow of the wall behind me and to my left. Then the one from Kai’s sword. He’d figured the rotation out almost two cycles ago, but had been doing his best to hide that he had figured it out. If he could keep his enemy from realizing he had figured it out, it would be his turn to make a surprise attack.

“What’s the matter Li? Getting tired? Don’t worry, I’ll make sure you get a nice nap!”

The voice had followed the pattern perfectly. Li was sure of it now; he knew what order his opposition used the shadows in. Maybe there was some kind of cooldown for each shadow before they could hop back to it? Why doesn’t matter. Only matters that this is something I can exploit.

“Well, if you aren’t going to attack, then I suppose I will!”

A humanoid form appeared out of the corner of his eye, the one he’d been keeping an eye on since it had been coming up in the pattern. He’d been purposefully leaving it toward his blind spot, never looking directly at it like he did so many of the others. Hoping he could convince his enemy that he had forgotten about it. Apparently, that had paid off, and he quickly threw one of his knifes at the figure.

The figure leaped backwards, resolving into the smiling form of Djimon. “Finally figured the pattern out huh? Too bad that isn’t enough!”

Between his fingers the man twirled the knife Li had just thrown at him. If he’d been able to use all his spells, maybe he could have hit Djimon with it. He wasn’t allowed to use most of them though. The purpose of this fight was to train his senses, which meant he could only use Perfect Force Understanding, Motion Sense, and Mana Sense. That left his attacks themselves severely lacking.

“Go ahead and have this back Li, it isn’t helping you much anyway!”

Djimon threw the knife right at Li before rolling forward and seemingly dropping through the shadow he had emerged from. Li himself had to quickly dive out of the way as the knife flew his direction. The thing was a gift from Norah, something she had called a “training dagger”. Getting hit by it wouldn’t do any lasting harm, but it wouldn’t be any fun either.

No time to think about that. Scrambling forward he scooped up the knife just in time, grabbing it seconds before an arm shot out of his own shadow and attempted to take it. He leapt to his feet, watching the arm return to the shadow, and began searching for signs of Djimon. He wouldn’t use the same pattern now, might not even use a pattern at all. He was starting from the beginning all over and that meant he was probably about to lose.

The start was always the most dangerous part. There was simply no telling what approach Djimon would take in the coming minutes, but it would be meant to take him entirely off guard. Despite all his efforts, it usually came down to luck when determining if he “survived” long enough to find Djimon’s tells in any given spar.

#

Minutes later, he couldn’t help but curse himself for having said that. He didn’t really believe in luck, but thinking that definitely hadn’t helped. Not twenty seconds later, Djimon had managed to rip the knife from his hand and stab it into his kidney.

The damn training dagger had been brutal in delivering the lesson for failure. The thing was enchanted so that the blade would become mostly intangible when brought into contact with the body. It resulted in what Nora called “selective micro-trauma” that mostly just set off all the nerves on the way in. On top of that, a secondary enchantment granted the blade a portion of Nora’s healing magic, and would instantly undo even that minor damage when removed from the target’s body. It took a few hours for the thing to recharge after that, but the result was a training weapon that delivered all the pain without any of the danger.

Even now he still felt the burning sensation of the thing entering his side and digging into his vital organs. Apparently that first day had not been a fluke or one-off test. Norah was a firm believer that the number one teacher in life was pain. That “nothing could motivate someone to not make the same mistake quite like a bruise or other injury”. It was an antiquated method, for sure, and not something he would ever condone in some type of mandatory lesson. He had signed up for this though. He could ask them to stop or leave the party at any time, and they would gladly accommodate him.

“What are you thinking about Li?”

Norah had made her way over while he had found himself caught in his own musings. Now she was standing over him, blotting out the sun as he lay on the cool ground and rubbed his side. She reached down with one large hand and he accepted her help pulling him up.

“Just doesn’t feel like I am making any progress. We’ve been at this for what? Four days now? And I’m still struggling to consistently last even a minute against Djimon.”

Norah’s face split into the downright monstrous grin that he was very slowly getting used to before she began chuckling, “Of course you are still struggling! Djimon is E Rank and you are F+ at best. Besides, we’ve been telling him to keep you pressured. What’s the point of training that doesn’t?”

She brought a large hand down on his back, lightly jostling him in what he assumed was meant to be a comforting pat. “You’ve definitely been improving though. The entire point of this exercise is to force you to focus on more and more at once. Too many people with good perception powers get caught up in looking closely at one thing instead of allowing their powers to keep track of as much as possible. You probably haven’t noticed, but Djimon has been upping the number of shadows he uses every time. Even artificially creating them as necessary. Why else do you think Kai would just leave his sword sticking in the ground like that?

“He’s also been increasing the complexity of the patterns he uses. We’ve noticed you have proven pretty good at recognizing them, so he’s been forced to work a little harder than he expected. That’s a good skill to have Li. Doesn’t matter how powerful you get, almost everyone uses patterns and forms to one degree or another. Being able to recognize and anticipate them is a powerful tool.”

Li brightened a little at this praise. It was good to know that he was improving, he just wished it could be a little more noticeable.

“If pattern recognition is so useful, why aren’t you keeping the difficulty a little lower? Or at least have Djimon give me more of a chance to recognize the pattern at the beginning?”

The faint approval he felt from her expression let Li know he had asked the right question, “Because, training your pattern recognition is just a happy bonus. It isn’t the main goal of this training. If anything, we would be removing the pattern. The problem with people like you, who have strong perceptive powers, is that you all fall into the trap of becoming reactionary. I bet every fight you are running around, waiting for the opponent to do something that gives you an opportunity. Relying on your senses to tell you when something the opponent does creates a chance.”

Thinking back, Li couldn’t entirely disagree with her. He had always preferred to let his opponents take the lead and wait for a chance to counter. There were only a handful of times when he himself had started an exchange. He thought he knew where this was going, but he nodded his head for her to continue.

“And now it dawns on you. The problem is that you have given your opponents almost complete control of the momentum. Even when we sparred, and I specifically forced you to attack me, you preferred to look for openings in my stance rather than try to force one yourself. And you were clearly uncomfortable the entire time. Even after I put you on your ass that first round, you still hesitated every time you had to start the fight. You are so focused on what’s already there, that you aren’t thinking about what opportunities you could create.

“So, we’re taking that choice away from you. If your opponent only shows up for a split second, it’s up to you to attack. Immediately. You don’t have enough time to sit and look for openings. If you just wait to see what he does you are going to keep having a hard time getting through the early minutes of the fight. So don’t, focus on doing something yourself to make the situation more advantageous.”

When she left Li, Djimon followed her. He paused just long enough to call over his shoulder, “Don’t take what she says too hard man. Being reactionary isn’t all bad. As much as this form of fighting forces you to eventually take the initiative so that I can’t just keep peppering you from blind spots, it also is a form of reactionary training. I mean, you are reacting to my appearance. That said, Norah has always had a far greater preference for head on solutions. You have to find your balance, reacting without simply giving your opponent control of the fights pace. Think about it.”

The conversation left Li deep in thought, wondering what he could have been doing differently this entire time. He slowly realized that they were right. Djimon started every spar without the knife. He had to take it from Li to win. He had always been so focused on keeping ahold of the knife and looking for the patterns that he had never bothered to try to turn on Djimon during those desperate, early seconds. He had been so focused on trying to find patterns he could exploit, that he hadn’t bothered to simply start the fight when Djimon made a lunge for the weapon.

Of course, that probably wasn’t the only option. He wondered if he might have been making a few wrong assumptions about these spars. When they had first started, he had simply been told to go stand in the middle of the shadows and try to hit Djimon with the dagger while limiting his power set. He had assumed that meant he had to stay in the very middle of the shadows and that he wasn’t allowed to interfere with them. Maybe that wasn’t the case.

If he could move, could he dictate the pattern by changing which shadows Djimon could realistically use to go after him? Could he prevent the man from using inconvenient shadows? He still doubted he was allowed to entirely eliminate the shadows since it sounded like having a large number of locations to observe was part of the training, but could he find a way to disturb a shadow with enough light or danger that Djimon couldn’t use it?

Almost thirty minutes later, Emiko found Li writing out potential plans in the dirt with a stick. Li himself never even noticed her arrival. Or when she left five minutes later, grinning at his antics.

#

As had been becoming his routine, Li found himself up at first light doing something not entirely unlike morning yoga. If morning yoga included knives. He and Kai were facing each other, Li mirroring his every action as Kai slowly moved himself from position to position. He knew from experience that over time, Kai would begin to speed up the motions until the two were moving through them at an absolute flurry. For now, though, it was incredibly relaxing.

“Tell me about yourself Li.”

The man’s words took Li entirely off guard. The last few mornings this routine had been performed in complete silence, simply enjoying the sounds of nature. The change in routine meant he took a few seconds to answer as his mind seemed to stutter over the change.

“That’s a big question Kai. Anything in particular you want to know?”

“Start simply. What are your parents like?”

As he talked, Kai raised his hands from his hip. The knives were held in a reverse grip, blades almost like extensions of his knuckles and thumbs on the pommel. Slowly his left arm raised almost parallel to his body, as if blocking a blow, before the right hand rose in something almost like an uppercut. The edge of the knife sliced through where the imaginary limb being blocked would be at a glacial pace.

“Not a whole lot to say. My dad was a pharmacist. Helped prepare medicine for people. My mom…helped maintain diagnostic equipment at a local lab. I’m not sure if Electrical Engineers are a thing here.”

As Li spoke, he followed Kai through the next motion, bringing the blocking arm in and the right hand down. The two swept the attacking hand through a low hook, drawing the imaginary attacker out of position and rolling the blade around as it went to deliver another cut.

“I have not heard of such a thing. Are they anything like artificers? Enchanters specializing in complex, minor enchantments meant to interact as a greater whole?”

The defending arm was slowly pushed out, breaking away from the engagement and ending this particular routine.

“That’s a pretty accurate description. Nice people, wonderful really. Couldn’t have asked for better parents. With such busy jobs it probably would have been pretty easy to ignore me growing up, but they were always around to help me with school or sports or random projects in the shed. My mom and I even built a working RC Car once. Kind of a tiny, remotely controlled golem.”

Li and Kai began repeating the earlier set, this time using the opposite hands. They spent a little while in silence, Li wondering what his parents were doing right now. They’d think he was dead. Not that they hadn’t been ready for that for months, but still. He hoped they were ok.

Sensing the mood worsening, Kai spoke up. “My own parents never had much time for anything outside of adventuring. They loved taking me on monster hunting trips. My very first one, they brought me out to the forest to kill slimes. Apparently, the creatures had recently gone through mitosis and their acid was highly diluted from all the additional water taken in during the process.

“When I found one, it was tiny. Not even the size of my fist. My parents wanted me to kill it and move on, but I wanted to keep the thing as a pet! In the end they relented. Slimes don’t live very long, three or four months at best. And they only split if they are fed enough magic. By strictly controlling its diet, my ‘pet’ was basically a living water droplet.”

Pausing to complete the rotation, Kai looked up and smiled toward Li. He pulled up the canteen hanging from his side and took a large gulp of water while motioning for Li to take a quick water break himself. When the two were done, Kai began moving into position to repeat the last two sequences once again.

“My family still reminds me of that story in letters and messages, never letting me forget that I am the first person in my family’s long history to adopt a monster. I fully expect them to still be laughing about it while on their deathbeds. They even have an illusory portrait of me running around with it riding in my hair. Never miss a chance to show it to visitors.”

Li laughed a little at the story. It appeared parents were the same everywhere, never missing an opportunity to embarrass their kids, “I hope I can see it someday.”

#

An uncomfortable silence pressed down on them as Li and Ananya walked down the maze corridor. Norah had asked Ananya to take him out on a monster hunt while they set up camp, and she had reluctantly agreed. Ostensibly, this decision had been made to give Li practice using his perception powers while tracking a target. He had a feeling, however, that it was meant to force the two to spend some time together.

Ananya had been frigid since the group brought him in. Not hostile, just watchful and unwilling to assist. Not that he could entirely blame her, as he was basically a stranger whose story didn’t entirely make sense. Still, he hoped she would stop glaring at him so much, it made him nervous. Something which she seemed to take as vindication for her watchfulness.

“So did Norah say what we’re actually looking for?” Li had never been particularly good at small talk, and his question came out a little forced.

Ananya, clearly having preferred the silence, stared at him for a moment before answering. “No, she simply stated that a monster would be roaming this area. That it is your job to track it down and defeat it. I am just here to keep you from getting yourself killed in the process.”

“Great…great.”

It was another four or five minutes before Li worked up the courage to ask the prickly woman another question.

“So, uh, what’s it like being the party’s tank?”

“What kind of question is that? Do you mean what do I enjoy about it? Or why I chose this role? It was not something I ever particularly wanted to do. Nobody dreams of spending every day getting hit, but it was where my talents lay. It is a heavy responsibility, but rewarding in ways I could not have imagined when I was younger. My job is to protect Wandering Horizons, and I would do anything to ensure they are safe. They are a second family to me.”

Li looked at her for a little while after that, trying to figure out what to say next. Her pride in her work was obvious, and he could see why. It was hard to find a job that so directly benefited people.

“I have to say I’m jealous of you Ananya. I’m sure it is hard having people you care about rely so heavily on you, but it shows how much they trust you. And how capable you are. I’ve only ever been able to be the one relying on others. The other way around might be nice for once.

He may have imagined it, but he felt like the silence after that was a little more comfortable.

#

“No, not like that! You can’t just glance at it and expect to actually know everything!”

The shout was shortly followed by a small burst of sparks and the smell of ozone and the glowing ring Li was tampering with flashed brightly. He cursed as a number of the sparks electrocuted him and left his fingers buzzing like tv static. Emiko had been teaching Li more about disarming enchantments. Djimon had been helping out as well, but he had quickly admitted that Emiko’s magic senses were both better than his own and more similar to what Li had.

Djimon’s particular ability, called Trap Sense, focused more heavily on detecting the effects of traps, along with where their triggers were located. It also worked equally well with mechanical and magical traps. It even helped identify stuff as simple as pits meant to ruin his footing. The downside was that it gave a lot less information about the specific mechanisms of the traps when compared to Li’s senses.

Emiko, in comparison, had shared Li’s Mana Sense ability. Surprisingly, that did not mean their powers worked exactly the same. Apparently sensory abilities came in multiple flavors and often were influenced by the users existing senses. While Li’s Mana Sense seemed almost like hearing for the most part, Emiko’s was far more visual in nature. When Li looked at magic, all he really saw was a glow that showed how much magic was there and where it was.

In comparison, Emiko could see how long the magic had been there, how much it had weakened over time, a general impression of how powerful the creator had been, broken areas where the magic should have flown to, and more. Part of that was the fact her Mana Sense was far more well trained than his own, but it also came down to the fact that visual versions of sensory abilities tended to give a lot more information. The downside was that, unlike Li’s auditory-esque version, she had a much harder time sensing mana in areas she wasn’t looking.

Because Li was mostly interested in using Mana Sense defensively, he was more than happy with the tradeoff. Especially when Emiko offered to help him overcome what he considered the biggest downside, knowing what the mana was doing. She had been gradually drilling him with common enchantment sigils and what they did. It required a lot more concentration, and he certainly couldn’t do it on the fly, but it meant that if he needed to he could at least attempt to disarm a trap.

“What’s the first thing I said to you Li? Don’t fuck with things you don’t understand. And glancing at a magic formation to pick out the most obvious rune is not understanding something! If you had spent more than thirty seconds looking at what I gave you, you would have noticed the storm rune connected to the repulsion sigil. You thought you were dealing with a simple push trap, so releasing the force makes sense. If that force is meant to propel an element though, all you’ve done is make an explosion.”

“Not that that is necessary a bad thing,” Djimon cut her off.

“What the hell is that supposed to mean Djimon! Of course it’s a bad thing!” As usual, Emiko did not enjoy Djimon’s more…applied approach.

“Well, it is disarmed now. The bigger problems are that he didn’t mean to make it explode and that he didn’t avoid the explosion when it happened.”

All that Djimon received in response to that was a loud sigh before Emiko returned her attention to Li. “As I was saying, some idiot rogue might think an explosion that disrupts the enchantment is good enough. But doing that is inelegant and inefficient. Not to mention dangerous.”

She handed Li a few sheets of loose paper with various sigils drawn into them, “These are ways to safely drain the magic from enchantments like this so that you can disable the trap.”

Glancing over her shoulder at Emiko’s notes, Djimon stage whispered to Li, “And by safe she means slowly. That’s fine, but don’t shy away from quick and dirty!”

Li couldn’t help but smile at the comfortably antagonistic relationship the two shared as Emiko continued to tell Djimon off. It really was like a pair of close siblings, with the constant arguing and small jibes. Li himself had been an only child, but it was something he had seen in a number of his friends as he had grown up. He took the chance to just enjoy the moment, happy with where his new life had taken him.

#

When Li had first heard Norah would be teaching him, he had assumed their lessons would be much like the first day. Him attacking her and her beating the crap out of him. It had been a present surprise, then, when he learned she would not be teaching him direct combat. When he had eventually asked, she’d just said something about Djimon and Kai being better at “that wimpy dancing stuff” and that she preferred “to just hit them hard”.

Instead, Norah had been designated as his magic teacher. Something he had been very confused by at first considering she was a healer. As it had turned out, however, Norah was also the parties primary support and obstructionist. She had two elements, knowing how to cast both Life and Plant magic, and the second was heavily relied on by the team to trip, bind, and overall annoy opponents.

Norah’s preferred approach to using plant magic was to summon a large number of vines and roots from the ground. She would then use them for anything from spearing thrusts to tripwires. It was an approach that required the ability to quickly and effectively split her focus, along with refined mana control and powerful senses. Exactly the sort of approach Li could benefit from with his shields and knives.

“Remember Li, you need to limit your focus for now. Don’t overreach when choosing how much to keep in the air. I can only manage as many vines as I can thanks to a Mental Enhancement, I was lucky to receive from the shop. Eventually, we’ll attempt to get the same ability for you. It will be a lot more effective, though, if you master controlling many different processes at once now.”

The training was simple, but that didn’t mean it was easy. Li was expected to balance as many things in the air as he could manage with his Force Manipulation. As he did, Norah would call out the names of various object he kept floating around him. He would be expected to drop that item and replace with something Norah threw at him.

The first day had definitely been the worst, and while he couldn’t say he had mastered the exercise by any stretch of the imagination he had made a lot of progress. He hadn’t accidentally dropped everything in his cloud at once yet this session at least. He’d also increased his count of flying objects from the initial three to seven. If he only needed to keep it up for a little while, he could manage nine. Norah would quickly punish him for an overreach like that though.

“You’re doing great Li! Much better than I did at this stage in my training.” Norah was generous in her praise, but unyielding in her demands as well. If she believed he was capable of something, she would not yield an inch until he managed it.

“I assume you were much younger when somebody had you attempting it?”

She had told him a few stories before. Apparently her people, the Cetros, were a mostly aquatic people who lived in dangerous ocean waters around the world. They were well known for their intense training that was begun at a young age, training that more than a few groups considered borderline barbaric.

“True. I was only eight and lacked the patience for such things. It took me months to make the same improvement you had. Of course, half of that was just learning to sit still!” She laughed at that, amused by her younger self’s shenanigans.

“Hah, I can’t imagine! The hardest thing I had to learn at that age was division.”

Norah seemed surprised when he said that, giving him a strange look. “Were you meant to be some kind of scholar or merchant Li? I suppose that makes sense with what you said of your parents. There are few educations that require learning such math so early. Even adventurers, who are generally well educated, don’t often learn division until several years later.”

“No, I didn’t know what I wanted to do with my life yet at that age. At least not really. My parents never pressured me to follow in their footsteps either. I suppose the Cetros don’t have standardized education?”

“No, and I have only rarely heard of such a thing. I suppose you must come from a truly rich area. It would make sense with what you have told us. My people have never had the freedom for such luxuries. The majority of our population must quickly learn combat to protect the pod. Besides that, math is significantly less useful in our society. We do not use currency internally, as each pod is essentially an extended family. Only our traders have to deal with barter and trade, and are the ones we take the time to educate on such things.”

Li was quiet for a while, trying to imagine growing up in such a society. It was just so utterly at odds with his own experience. But is it really that strange? Even Earth didn’t have easily accessible education for children in a lot of countries. Learning only really becomes a priority when a group is secure enough to look beyond core needs.

“Is it really so dangerous where your people are from Norah? You make it sound like they are under constant threat.”

She frowned a little at that, “It is…a balancing act. Deaths are no more common amongst my people than most nations here on the land. The difference is that my people require a large military force to achieve such safety. Most creatures in the ocean would hesitate to attack a company of Cetros soldiers. They would, however, gladly attack any of my people swimming alone. The beasts are smart enough to recognize the power of numbers and respect it, but too dumb to recognize a single individual might be every bit as powerful as the group. It is a world where the appearance of strength is every bit as important as actual strength.”

Once again, it was something that Li had a hard time wrapping his head around. On Earth, the only real threat to humanity had been other humans. It had been that way for centuries. Here, a single powerful monster could mean the annihilation of multiple towns and villages. Even cities if they were dangerous enough.

#

A week after Li was picked up by Wandering Horizons, they threw him a party. Apparently, they had been waiting to see how he responded to the training before really welcoming him. His actions on the first day had impressed them, and been a good sign, but they wanted to make sure it wasn’t a façade before going the through with congratulations.

“You’ve been making me proud Li! I knew you would do a good job, but you’ve gone above and beyond my expectations. With how well this is turning out, maybe next time Kai won’t complain when I say I have a feeling about something.”

Norah had gotten out a bottle of something called Gross, which Emiko had loudly proclaimed stood for gross. The stuff was apparently a Cetros alcohol made using algae, and was very high proof. Something that was necessary when considering the sheer size of many of their people. It had taken less than an hour for Norah to get buzzed, something made abundantly clear by the deep flush in her cheeks and the fact she had become very insistent on hugging, patting, or squeezing the shoulder of everyone else.

“No chance Norah, just because it worked out this time does not mean that next time won’t be a repeat of Floret.”

Kai had taken it upon himself to be on watch for the evening, insisting everyone else get to enjoy themselves. He had handed out vials of something called Purge Potion, which was supposed to quickly (if uncomfortably) return the drinker to sobriety. Then he had told them to have fun before setting up on a stool at the edge of Emiko’s wards, watching for monsters. He still participated in conversations on occasion, but he was obviously taking the work seriously. Li got the impression Kai had been so loud and insistent about the entire thing because if he hadn’t been Ananya would have forcibly taken his place.

Seeing a chance as Norah pulled Emiko to the side to talk about something or other, Djimon slipped in beside Li and passed him a leather satchel, “You’ve been putting in a lot of work, and I thought you deserved these. They’re second hand, but they worked great for me for years.”

Li opened the pouch and found a strange collection of wands, pliers, picks, and other tools. All of them were worn and had obvious signs of use, but were also exceptionally well cared for. More than a few her recognized from his lessons with Ananya, while others he had seen on earth.

Djimon spoke up as he saw the recognition on Li’s face, “It’s a set of trap disarming tools, though they also work well for other things. Like I said, they’re my old pair. I hope they serve you as well as they did me.”

Throughout the rest of the evening, each of the others members of the party took the time to give Li something or another to congratulate him on his first week as “a real adventurer.” Norah gave him a bandolier, along with a number of basic potions. Emiko gave him a thick tome called “Caulfield’s Abridged Guide to Adventuring.” The thing was supposed to have good information on the most common varieties of traps, monsters, notable plants, and magics an adventurer was likely to run in to. Kai had given him a set of daggers of various sizes and types to compliment his throwing daggers. Even Ananya had gotten him something, A paired set of pins that were meant to allow their wearers to more easily track each other, as long as they weren’t too far away.

The entire party beat a number of birthdays Li remembered from Earth.

            

    
        Chapter 21: No Longer Distracted

    
    
    
    
                Cirrostratus has always seen the furthest of us, and I would not contest him on this. I do not believe any of our number would. I believe looking to the future is the correct action at this time, rather than worrying over the actions of the lesser rulers beneath our heights. I will make plans to address a return of winds long thought silenced. It has been too long since the storm raged, and I am of the opinion that those who drift within are in need of training. This will be the first step I take in preparation for the coming turbulence. – Letter from the Voice Altostratus


*Thwack*

The sound of a sword slamming into her own was quickly followed by pain. He opponent had lightly locked their blades, before skidding it down along her own weapon’s edge. They had then performed some kind of…twist with the sword that had smashed the weapon into her knuckles. If they had been using real blades, and not the wooden training swords, she would have lost the fingers on her left hand.  

Sword training had not been her favorite activity in her crash course with Green Dawn. Thankfully, it was not a major part of her training. For the past two hours, Rebecca had been giving her apparently random weapons to fight with. She would then match Asher against one of her students, each wielding their preferred weapon.

The worst part was that Asher had been banned, utterly and completely, from using any of her spells. She wasn’t even allowed to feed mana into Overcharge, and had been forced to rely on only its basic enhancement. Combine that with absolutely zero training in any kind of fighting, and Asher had been on the losing side of every single fight she’d had so far.

“Well, I’ll admit you lasted longer than I expected kid. Amir is the best swordsman in our class. Good instincts to retreat like you did too, no way you could have fought him in a straight fight. That said, you should have been more aggressive when he overcommitted on chasing you early on. If you’d struck back, you would have thrown him entirely off his tempo. That’s a note for yourself Amir. Don’t let what your opponent is currently doing blind you to what they could be about to do. Overall, I’ll give you an eight out of ten Asher. Amir, nine out of ten. You corrected your mistake without me having to bring it up and you won by slowly forcing her into a corner.”

As Amir left to join the throng of students running around their location, Rebecca gestured for Asher to join her. “So have you figured out the point of this little exercise yet Asher?”

“Humility or something? Making sure I know I’m not the strongest thing around and I’m not about to get myself killed with a big ego and stupid judgement?” She probably sounded grumpier than Rebecca deserved, but she felt like she was more bruise than skin at this point and thoughts of all her losses left a bad taste in her mouth.

“Partially, though I wasn’t particularly concerned about that aspect. It was mostly about testing your decision making in unfavorable situations. We wanted to see how you’d react when you were at so obvious a disadvantage. You did pretty well overall in that regard”

Asher allowed herself a short smile at that, the praise leaving her feeling like at least her suffering was worthwhile. “I doubt I would have lived this long if I wasn’t at least ok at that.”

Rebecca grinned at her response, nodding in acknowledgement of her point, “Very true, but it’s always better to know rather than assume. Besides, this served a handful of other purposes as well. The second was to see if there is any weapon you show particular talent for.”

The woman frowned at that point, “Frankly, you’re pretty awful with everything I saw you using today. You might get somewhere with spear and quarterstaff training, but I wouldn’t say I saw any particular talent in your use of them. I would still suggest you practice it. Everyone should have a weapon to fall back on if they run out of mana or an enemy gets too close. Don’t waste too much time on it though, you’re clearly better suited as a mage.”

The smile returned to her face and she quickly shed the serious attitude to continue on, “You did well on everything else we were looking for too. Reaction speed, not panicking, actually listening to the rules we gave you rather than trying to cheat… The list goes on. There’s a lot you can learn about a person watching them fight a superior opponent. I think you’ll like the last reason for all this though.”

Rebecca let out a downright evil grin before leaning over to whisper conspiratorially with Asher. What Asher heard very quickly began improving her mood as she watched the woman’s student’s run past her. The second half of this training was going to be very fun.

#

Amir had been interested when Miss Rebecca first brought the unknown woman into their camp. It hadn’t helped that she was all John and Hao had been able to talk about since her arrival. The two had begun scheming ways to engineer a conversation with her almost immediately, hoping to convince her to join them on a date once the expedition into the dungeon was over. He had to admit that even exhausted, dirty, and wearing little better than rags she had been beautiful, but in his opinion they had been interested for entirely the wrong reason.

How had she stumbled into her campsite like that?

There were only a handful of situations that made sense. She could have been part of an adventuring team that was wiped out by the local monsters, stumbling her way to the camp afterwards because she knew it was a safe spot. Or maybe she had been left behind by her party. It wasn’t common, but there were always stories of an Adventuring Party that would abandon their members as disposable. Maybe she had been left out here by a local crime syndicate for one reason or another. That was supposedly how some gangs carried out executions.

The last option was that she had fought her way through the dungeon alone, which was ridiculous. You could tell just be looking at her that she wasn’t a professional adventurer. And certainly not one with a high enough rank to even attempt a solo clear of the Blighted Basin. E rank adventurers may not be so impressive in the wider world, but out here they were high enough in the food chain to warrant custom made gear. No way they would be running around in rags.

But according to the rumors, that was exactly what she had done.

According to John, Anna had overheard some members of Green Dawn talking about how she had fought her way through the dungeon to reach the camp. Something entirely plausible given Anna’s rare Primordial Magic, Sound Magic. He had not had a chance to investigate if John was telling the truth, but he had fully intended to do so during their next break.

Then they had fought and any weight he might have put into that rumor disappeared. She was awful. Well maybe not awful, he’d been watching and none of the fights had exactly been fair. That shouldn’t have mattered though, someone high enough ranked to push through this dungeon should have been able to simply crush anyone in his class through greater magical or physical strength.

Instead, she had been beaten soundly by everyone she was matched up against. As if that wasn’t enough, Miss Rebecca had been incredibly lenient while criticizing the girl. She would have had harsh words for any other member of their class after such a poor showing. So why did she warrant special treatment?

Very, very special treatment if the other rumor was to be believed.

Maybe she was the daughter of someone important? Someone rich enough to hire an entire adventuring team for their own ego. That would make sense. He couldn’t see why else a group of professionals like Green Dawn would agree to babysit her.

In fact, being a spoiled brat from some rich prick made a lot of sense. He clothes had obviously once been nice, even if they hadn’t been adventuring gear. She carried herself with a certain sense of pride and a stockpile of single use enchantments and potions could explain her success making it so far.

Infuriating, but that was life. You need three things in life to succeed: talent, luck, and training. Or the money to fake all three. He had thought better of Miss Rebecca though. It was disappointing to think she would stoop to such levels.

Given the dark looks and general dissatisfaction from his fellow recruits, he probably wasn’t the only one that had figured it out. Or at least enough of it to dislike the girl currently avoiding joining them in their running. She had only had to do about half of the physical exercises expected of the rest of the class, spending the rest of it talking with Miss Rebecca or engaged in her “practice fights”.

Tired, sweaty, and too caught up in his own internal grumblings, it took him a second to realize Miss Rebecca had called for him, “-Amir, you hear me over there? Get over here!”

Jogging back toward the middle of the running circle, he saw two other approaching with him. The first was a girl named Ada, the best user of defensive magic in their class. The other was a boy named Reiss and was quite possible the best offensive mage among the group, though it was far less clear than Ada’s case. Throw in his own position as the best melee combatant, and the three of them were probably the best students in their class.

#

Amir had been expecting a two versus two fight, or maybe even all four of them against Miss Rebecca. Instead, she had directed all three of them to the same side of the dueling ring before beginning to cast the standard magic dueling wards. The wards were a double barrier, with one weaker ward layering a stronger ward underneath. If the outer ward broke, it meant you had been eliminated. Usually fairly spectacularly given Miss Rebecca’s particular brand of magic.

The girl was armed with a staff this time, which made sense give that she had seemed to have done best while fighting with a spear. Not that that was saying much. The thing might have had an inherent spell or two as well, given she had shown no propensity for magic so far today. Something to watch out for. A firebolt to the face would not be a fun surprise.

Miss Rebecca walked to the side of the ring and Amir kept his eyes on her as she began to speak. “Alright kids, show me what you got. No limits on your magic, just play to win!”

Their teacher looked over them as they prepared to fight, shooting a glance over at their opponent before giving a disapproving frown. “On your mark”

He wouldn’t hit her too hard, just enough to throw her back to start with. No reason to make his life harder by annoying some rich family. “Get set!”

He shook himself, giving another look toward Miss Rebecca. What did she expect from this? Could they really go all out in a three versus one and expect anything from the fight?

“GO!”

Amir sighed and shrugged his shoulder, only for a resounding crash to come from the direction of his opponent. He spun quickly toward her, worried that maybe that staff had been even more dangerous than he anticipated. Only to find that she wasn’t there.

He felt something impact his back, throwing him to the ground. Before he even had a chance suddenly his vision was filled with purple and gold butterflies streaming off his body.

“Amir, Reiss, you’re both eliminated! Clear the field!”

Slightly dizzy, Amir rolled to his feet and jogged toward the side of the field, still unsure what had happened. When he got there, he flopped to the ground and did his best to watch the fight. Ada was doing surprisingly well, but she was clearly outclassed. Not as much as Amir had expected after being taken out so quickly, but just enough that there was no doubt who the victor was going to be.

“Why did you lose Amir?”

He jumped a little in surprise when he heard Miss Rebecca behind him. Looking up he couldn’t help but frown at her question. She’d won because of whatever spell she had used, obviously. But that raised a bigger question. If she had a spell like that, why hadn’t she used it earlier? Then, the answer came to him.

Glaring at his teacher, he couldn’t entirely keep the bitterness from his voice when he answered, “You set us up ma’am.”

Miss Rebecca frowned at him when he said that, “Did I kid? Did I tell you that you should spend more energy watching the referee than your opponent while preparing for a duel?”

“No, but you can hardly blame us for not taking her seriously! How were we supposed to know she had magic like that? We’ve spent all day beating her across the field and haven’t seen a hint of it.”

“How were you supposed to know she didn’t?” The question took him off guard, cutting off both his words and his annoyance, “She’s not that much better than you. The reason you lost is because you got overconfident and cocky. Always anticipate that your opponent will have a surprise, Amir. I expect you to learn from this experience.”

She smiled as she looked toward Asher, but Amir couldn’t help but feel there was a sadness behind it. “Like I said, her actual skills aren’t that much better than yours. The reason she could survive in this dungeon and you likely wouldn’t is mentality. She’s always looking for an advantage. Always read to scrap for the next one. She got lucky, not doubt about it, but her decision making is incredible for someone with so little experience.”

“You want us to learn from her ma’am?”

“I want you to learn from each other. As I said, she has almost not real adventuring experience. I want your help cramming as much in her head as I can in the coming days.”

“Before she goes further into the dungeon?”

A raised eyebrow let him know he both wasn’t supposed to know that and that she wasn’t surprised he did know, “Yes. It’s been a long time since I was in your position and you’ll have a different perspective on what is most useful. Give her those same tools. And while you are at, try to pick up a few of her tricks for yourself. Maybe get her opinion on which of your spells to combine.”

#

Asher couldn’t help but feel like the Adventurer recruits were more accepting of her after she won the three versus one duel. She supposed that made sense, as they now had a reason why she was getting special treatment. She had seen more than a little grumbling about it before the fight.

The new attitude had been especially pronounced in her opponents in that match, which Asher believed had heavily swayed the rest of the class. The three seemed to be leaders of some kind among the class, for the most part standing head and shoulders above their peers. All three had taken at least a few minutes to talk with her and set up time to study together after the match was concluded.

And study partners were definitely appreciated. For every hour Asher spent in physical training, it seemed like she spent two or three in lectures. She was even force to listen to them while running at some points.

Lectures on monster hunting habits, common elemental affinities and weakness throughout the dungeon, even Adventurer Etiquette. The last had seemed downright useless until Rebecca had told her she could expect to run into far more adventurers as they approached the middle of the dungeon. There would be a lot higher concentration since the number of adventurers would be the same, but the amount of available hunting ground would be reduced to nearly a tenth of the outer reaches.

Adventurer Etiquette covered rights to monster loot, the order that bosses could be challenged in, and even how much space to give another groups camp. It was all meant to decrease the chances of fighting between each other and promote a community willing to help each other during times of danger. If Asher didn’t follow the rules, she couldn’t expect the same support system as another Adventurer might receive.

The Etiquette regarding bosses was especially interesting. Apparently, dungeons tended to try to remain as natural as possible, relying on naturally higher birthrates and the accelerated growth in strength provided by high mana densities to maintain an ecosystem of murderous monsters. That only really worked for the lower echelons of monsters though.

Area bosses were about the most powerful group a dungeon could reasonably expect to maintain a sufficient number of using natural birth. That would be the mature Certilia, which were apparently quite numerous within the lake itself. The dungeon used concentrated mana sources and specially produced pools to entice the creatures as area bosses at the various entrances to the lake, and there was always a competition among them for the most desirable lava pools.

Dungeon bosses though, those the dungeon couldn’t afford to simply let roam around and naturally replace each other. Instead, the creatures were essentially cloned by the dungeon, their eggs preserved for later hatching. Then, when the creature needed to be replaced, the dungeon would forcefully grow the creature with a powerful life spell that wasn’t fully understood. The dungeon would also preserve the mind of the boss monster, allowing it to transplant the memories into the new body.

Apparently, transferring minds between bodies was something mages had figured out a long time ago. The mana required was immense though, and it was exceedingly difficult to successfully perform without unintentional consequences. Only a handful of Grandmaster Archmages had managed it. The fact that dungeons could manage it on multiple creatures simultaneously in as little as half an hour was a mystery they had been trying to crack for centuries.

At least all this was how a powerful, established dungeon such as The Blighted Basin handled things, and that was all Asher really needed to know right now. Sahar had mentioned that many dungeons handled all this differently, but the important this was that almost every single one required time before a boss would appear again after being killed. Even if the boss wasn’t killed, they would often disappear for a while until they were healed and rested again.

Because of that, there were a number of guild policies and politics that meant you couldn’t simply kill a boss you came across. Not unless they were threatening your life, in which case you were free to defend yourself.  

The generally accepted convention was that you search the edge of a boss’s territory to ensure no other group was already in the midst of preparations to fight the creature, and if they were you would set up camp as well to challenge the monster after it returned. That was actually the secondary purpose of the camp they were in. Not only was it a safe spot for adventurers to camp out, it was a waiting line for groups waiting to challenge the area boss that prevented access further into the dungeon.

Reiss had been especially helpful learning all this. Apparently, the kid had become an Adventurer in order to research dungeons, and was something of a stickler when it came to the rules. Asher couldn’t say she understood his obsession with the magic behind how these places worked, but she had appreciated the rather detailed breakdown he had given on the topics.

#

“Breathe deeply and rotate your mana slowly. Feel the cloud of your mana release out into the air. Let it slowly expand, coming into contact with more and more of the natural mana as you slowly finish breathing out. Then slowly draw it back in, like a net dragging the natural mana back in. A balloon, expanding as you exhale and shrinking as you inhale.”

Andre moved slowly, perfectly still besides when he was breathing or talking. He kept his eyes shut and was seated with his legs crossed in a classic meditation pose from earth. As he inhaled, the succulents surrounding them leaned forward. As if each was seeking to touch him, desperate to be as close as possible. When he exhaled, they would bend away as if repelled from his very presence.

“Each person meditates differently, but there are some general approaches. This is how I do it, and I believe it is appropriate for you. The style focuses on connecting to the world around you, and drawing in that power for yourself. An eminently selfish approach, but one which emphasizes a desire to take every advantage available to you.”

The bull horned man had been eager to help Asher when she had mentioned taking a break to meditate. He had been disdainful of her early attempts, telling her she was far to crude in her methodology. Instead, he had wanted her to adopt his own approach.

 “The Sky Style Meditation focuses on pulling in large amounts of wild mana for your body to then process. You are more limited in the amount of meditation you may perform, but it is ideal for replenishing mana. There is an associated follow up meditation for if you want to use the wild mana to cultivate evolution points instead of for recovery, but the total amount of meditation you need for each point should still be reduced.”

Apparently, most advanced forms of meditation emphasized some sort of secondary benefit in addition to providing evolution points. Because of that, choosing an appropriate style of meditation for your abilities was very important in becoming a successful adventurer. How much you got out of any particular style was also heavily influenced by the user’s personality, adding another complication to choosing one.

“The best mindset for using this meditation style is one of freedom and domination. The freedom to go anywhere, to do anything. To take what you need and not be beholden to anything around you. Your surroundings exist for you to explore and enjoy. Even the magic in the air is yours to do with as you wish.”

Asher wasn’t entirely sure she liked what it said that this style had been working so well for her, but she wasn’t going to turn down such a powerful tool. Especially with how hard she was likely to being pushing her mana reserves in the coming weeks. She would need every advantage she could get in maintaining her combat usefulness. With this, she could recover from using all her mana in five or six hours instead of half a day.

 “You remind me of my daughter. Always so eager to see what is next that she forgets to enjoy what is happening now.”

“Sorry Andre. Just thinking about everything. Trying to keep my mind busy.”

“It’s alright. I am simply reminding you that proper meditation requires being focused on the here and now. At least for the Sky Style.”

The two meditated in silence for a while longer, Asher doing her best to match Andre’s slow, deep breathes. It felt like every cycle her mana responded a little more willingly, and she hoped it would soon be second nature to expand the power outside of herself like this. Currently it felt more like stretching a stiff muscle. Slow, with her body fighting her every step of the way.

Opening her eyes, Asher asked her companion a question, “What’s your daughter’s name? She must mean a lot to you if you are coming all the way out here to bring her back a story.”

“Ivette, and she is half of my world. Her mother is the other half!” Andre laughed as he opened his eyes, silently agreeing to take a break from their meditating. “Do you have any children in your life? I know you don’t have a child of your own, but younger siblings? Maybe a niece or nephew?”

“I have a cousin, well technically a second cousin, who I watch occasionally. She’s eight.”

“Ah, well suffice it to say that they are an experience unlike any other. I know people that shudder at the idea of having a child, and can’t imagine what they are thinking! I hold nothing against them. I’m sure they wonder the same of me. I simply could not fathom life without my daughter anymore.”

“Do you have any regrets leaving your wife and daughter alone for so long?”

“Occasionally. There are things I missed because of it. Once-in-a-lifetime things that I will always be sad I was not there for, such my daughters first steps or making her first friend. Still, I know that what I am doing is for her. Something to afford her every advantage I can manage in life.”

Andre had looked wistful as he spoke, but was quickly shifting to a happier look as he continued, “And because I do this, she experiences things she never could have otherwise. My wife too! She loves the recipes I’ve brought back with me and the happiness it brings me. It also represents a turning point in my village’s history, a new era with wider boarders than I could have imagines as a child.”

“I’m sure that the money doesn’t hurt either. You said it was pretty profitable shipping some of your village’s specialties into the wider world, right?”

“Very much so. My people have developed some of the most advanced plant manipulation magic in the area, with a particular emphasis on enchanted items. Everyone in the village needed to manipulate the surrounding forest, regardless of their personal magical abilities. Life in a moving forest would be impossible otherwise.

“Seems like a pretty good life Andre. It makes me a little jealous, but I’m also glad. It’s rare to see someone so happy with how their life is going. I’m used to hearing people focused a lot more on the negative.”

“I have been blessed. I just hope to share that joy with others. To spread my good fortune.”

“You seem like a great dad Andre.”

“Thank you, Asher.”

#

“What is the standard response to an approaching Certilia pack?” Sahar asked the question with a smile on her face, anticipating Asher’s reaction.

“Seriously?” Asher before giving her response. She had been rather exasperated to learn that local Adventurers had a methodology for dealing with exactly the situation she had been in. “Stand your ground and make a large show of power. Don’t attack a member of the pack, as they will take that as a sign of aggression and swarm. Don’t run, as then they will see you as prey. Your goal should be to present yourself as a target not worth the effort. If you have attacked a member of the pack and they have not yet swarmed, slowly back out of the area as you do so. Do not present a fleeing figure. Odds are they will back off to lick their wounds. If you flee, they will not give up chasing you until they are driven away with an overwhelming offensive.”

“Good, and if it is a blaze boar herd?”

“Move slowly. Do not make eye contact, and stay out of their way. Do not present an opening, but don’t make any shows of aggression. If they look like they are about to charge, flee. Be aware that fleeing will likely cause them to charge, but it is better than trying to hold your ground. They will likely not pursue if you manage to break away.”

Sahar and Veronika had taken a lot of pleasure in teaching Asher about the local flora and fauna, helping her prepare for their expedition onto the lake. Ada had been helping her out between their lectures, reviewing the details and filling in information she had missed. Asher couldn’t say she enjoyed the lessons, but she definitely respected their importance. If she had known this stuff when she was first brought here, maybe her first few weeks wouldn’t have been so terrible. Then again, maybe I wouldn’t have grown as much as I did either…

It wasn’t just monsters either, they had talked about the standard traps that could be found in The Blighted Basin. Traps that she hadn’t run into yet, but were apparently much more common in the central part of the dungeon. Lava tides that would slowly rise, trapping you on a disappearing island. Thin rock that would plunge you into the molten rock below. Powerful steam vents that would scald anyone who got to close and threaten to shove them into the deadly lake. Clouds of poisonous or burning ash that looked almost exactly the same as the safe ash clouds.

Overall, the dungeon seemed to prefer traps that emphasized the dungeons environmental dangers, rather than populating the area with more exotic dangers. There were a few rare exceptions, such as force runes that would blast unwary adventurers into the lake when walked over and circles that would produce magma golems when someone got to close. Certain areas, such as The Bounding Archipelago, were even well known for these rarer types of traps and often had some sort of associated challenge related to them.

Sahar’s voice brought Asher out of her recollection, “I’m glad you’ve been so attentive about this Asher. Many Adventurers your age lack the patience for such lessons, too sure of their own invulnerability.”

“I’m just as thankful you are willing to take the time to teach me all this, it really is good information. Did you research all this before you came here, or is a lot of it just a product of previous experience?”

“A good question. We researched the specifics of the dungeon, but many of the solutions we are giving you are from previous experience. When you’ve seen enough dungeons, you begin to realize that most are not that original. They tend to have repeating patterns, just with their own unique flair. You should never just assume you know what to expect though. Researching a dungeon before you enter is very important, as any surprise can be lethal.”

Sahar paused for a bit, seeming to be thinking about how to phrase her next words. “That said, never accept what you learn as being absolute. Dungeons are constantly evolving and changing, so you should always be prepared for something to be wrong. Ninety-nine percent of the time, anything you learn from solid, reliable research will be correct. Your survival will mostly hinge on how you react to that one percent of a time when it isn’t.”

“That’s fair I suppose. My best is important, of course, but its how I perform in those make-or-break moments that will decide just how good I really am. At least now I’ll have the power to actually do something when the worst happens.”

“You’ve experienced a moment like that before?”

Asher didn’t know how, but Sahar had figured her out. She’d been thinking about the car crash while they talked. That had been the ultimate surprise of her old life. One minute she was driving along the road, the next a semi came flying out of nowhere and T-boned the car’s passenger side. She didn’t remember anything after the sound of crashing, and she assumed that was because she died instantly.

“Yeah. Something happened and there wasn’t anything I could do. One minute we were fine, the next…not so much. My…friend didn’t make it. At least I don’t think she did. When I woke up, I had no idea what happened to her. Doubt anyone could have survived though.”

She was doing her best, but tears were coming to her eyes. She hadn’t really had a moment to process what had happened. That not only had she died, but so had one of the people most precious in the world to her. It was almost impossibly painful, even after weeks of life and death struggle to blunt everything.

Sahar wrapped Asher in her large arms, seeking to comfort her. “I’m sorry to hear that you lost someone so important. It was recent?”

Asher could only nod, knowing opening her mouth would release the sobbing gasps fighting their way up her throat. She sat there, comfortable in the silence of the giant woman’s arms for a little while, before finally feeling ready to speak.

“I have to be better. I can’t let something like that happen again.”

“Child, you didn’t let anything happen. No matter how powerful you are, you can not control everything. Sometimes things will happen outside your control. I know you know that, and I know your heart is telling you that’s a lie, but I say it because it’s the truth. It’s the truth and you need to hear it.”

“I was the one in control when it happened. We were driving a sort of magical cart. I was the guiding it, when it happened.”

“Did you do something you were not supposed to?”

“No. It was another person. They didn’t stop when they were supposed to.”

She could remember it as she talked. The green light sparkling on the shattered pieces of metal and windshield as they flew through the air. Like little emeralds flying through the air as the crash occurred. She didn’t hear anything from Sarah’s side. Didn’t see anything. Her head was too busy being whipped around from the force of the crash. The other driver hadn’t stopped. Why hadn’t they stopped?

“Then how can you blame yourself? You said yourself you didn’t see them coming.”

“I didn’t,” She spoke numbly. “They were hidden behind trees. I wouldn’t have even known the road was there without the signs. It feels like I should have done something though. Something to save us. To save her.”

“Child, sometimes the hardest thing is admitting that some of the worst things that happen to people don’t happen for a reason. That they are twists of fate that nobody could predict or influence. You grasp at straws, trying to find a way you could have prevented it.”

Sahar sighed and hugged her a little tighter for a moment, “Trying to find a way you could stop it from happening again.”

The bigger woman paused before continuing to speak. “Gaining power can help with that. Can make those senseless twists of fate less common. No one is powerful enough to entirely stop them though. All we can do is look back and hope they knew how much they meant to us. Hope that we made their lives better for being in it. Did she know you loved her?”

Asher was shocked for a moment, “Yes. But how did you?”

“Child, the clergy of the Ascendant Solarus are called to guide people to happiness. How could we not know where their heart pulls them? It is painful to lose a lover, but I am here if you need to talk.”

“I think I’d like that Sahar. Thank you.”

            

    
        Chapter 22: Forging Weapons

    
    
    
    
                I applaud my brethren in their goals and approve wholeheartedly. Like the two of you, I would look to guide the coming winds. I ask that you allow me to deal with the kings, queens, presidents, emperors, and empresses that would shake their fist at the sky, seeking to cow the storm. I believe I am most suited to reading the nature of their souls and forecasting what directions they will blow. And if that direction in inimical to the words of the Herald, I shall crush their meager breeze before it may grow into a typhoon. – Letter from the Voice Cirrocumulus


“Remember Li, the key is breathing calmly, visualizing clearly, and guiding your mana flow properly. It is not a race, take as much time as you need. Each breathe you are drilling deeper. Attempting to bore to the center of yourself. Deepen the well of mana that is your core.”

Niels calming voice filled Elijah’s relaxed mind, repeating the same advice he had given mere minutes ago. Keeping him on track as he lost himself within his newest skill. Theo had been flabbergasted when he had asked what the meditation skill did, quickly bringing him to Niels to resolve the issue.

As it had turned out, meditation was considered the most important skill for any resident of this world. For non-adventurers, the skills importance as a source of evolution points could not be understated, but that wasn’t all it did. Adventurer or not, the skill and its truly incredibly number of subtypes offered a wide range of benefits that meant it could be specialized for any individual’s particular lifestyle.

Earth style meditation, which was one of the oldest styles according to Theo and Niels, was focused on helping someone recover from injuries and refill their Ki Pool. According to Theo, the second aspect would be especially important for him in the coming days, as they worked to open his first Ki Channel. A process they had described as both tedious and exhausting, but ultimately very important for someone like Elijah’s future growth.

“Focus Elijah, your mana control is getting sloppy. You need to keep it focused. Soon enough you’ll have to manage this while juggling both mana and ki, so it is in your best interest to be able to manage just the mana portion without effort.”

Quickly breaking out of his reminiscence, Elijah returned to the task at hand. It was strange to use his mana this way, directing the flows in toward his core rather than out of it, like he would for a spell. The goal was to drag as much mana from the rest of his body as possible and spiral it around his core, creating a sort of drill from the various flows that would strike the center of his core.

The flow of mana would break apart upon hitting the center of his core, flinging the mana he had worked so hard to gather off into the rest of his body. According to Theo, this would cause most of that mana to be absorbed into his flesh and blood, while also creating a low enough mana density in his veins to increase his passive absorption from the environment. As it was, the mana in his flesh and blood couldn’t do much. That would change once he had a Ki Pool.

If he was trying to use this for healing, the goal would be to create this drill of mana at the site of the injury, slamming it into the wound to inject as much mana into the surrounding tissue as possible. This would speed up the recovery process by providing the surrounding cells significantly more energy than normal. It wasn’t as good as a healing spell, but it would cost significantly less mana and could fix most injuries in hours rather than days. Assuming he could stay conscious for the duration.

So, hoping to become proficient with a skill that could very well save his life one day, Elijah concentrated. He spent what felt to him like hours practicing during that first attempt at meditation, trying to make the exercise as natural as breathing. Losing himself in the flow of his mana and feeling his consciousness slowly expand.

Slowly, he began to feel something different. His perception of his surroundings slowly faded; his attention instead being drawn to his own body. The new senses he had gained when he was brought to this world let him perceive through his mana, and he began using that to feel the outline of his body. He felt every minor injury, the little aches and pains that were a part of life, and redirected his meditation to those locations.

Slowly, they disappeared. The broken wrist that had ached with every change in the weather was drained of little bubbles of air, the bone allowed to fill the resulting gap. Microtears in his tendons from the sudden physical abuse he had put his body through were patched, returning them to working order. He fixed his shin splints, filling the tiny cracks in the bone and securing welcome relief from the discomfort.

By the time he left his meditation, he felt like a new man. A literal new man, with a fresh and unworn body. For a moment he felt the urge to run and leap around, expressing a child-like joy for the shear rush of being alive. With a little effort, he contained himself to nothing more that what he imagined was a rather goofy grin.

Looking around, he realized it actually had been hours, as the sun was significantly lower in the sky then when he had begun. He pulled up the system message he had pushed aside in his earlier excitement and read what the Voice had to say.




	

Congratulations! Through Meditation in a powerful site of mana, you have collected primordial power. You have received 5 Evolution Points. Additionally, through careful control and deep connection you have evolved your skill. Your skill has evolved to Earth Style Meditation – Uncommon. Your skill now emphasizes the recovery of health, with enhanced effects when actively directing the skill. 









#

While the rest of the party was beginning to serve themselves dinner, Theo noticed that the newcomer had left his meditative trance. The empty eyed look into space likely meant he had received a system message, and Theo used that opportunity to approach the distracted Elijah.

He was curious how much Elijah had gotten out of the experience. People could have a hard time using meditation correctly, especially if the style they were attempting didn’t fit them. By all appearance, the man had taken to Earth Style meditation just fine, entering the trance comparatively quickly for a first attempt and exiting it with a rather telltale grin.

Still, it was best to hear it directly from the man. Elijah was hard to get a read on in most situations, maintaining a neutral facial expression in most situations and carefully curating his words with a respectful tone. Especially when he talked to Niels, during which his obvious military training shined through. More than once he had called the man “sir” in the telltale way of an army private addressing their drill sergeant.

Yes, the grin was a good sign, but Theo wasn’t going to assume anything until he had talked to the man directly.

“How you doing there Elijah? Ready to rejoin the rest of us? We are just finishing cooking dinner. Hope you like stew, it’s all we can really manage.”

Elijah’s response was distracted, the man clearly still focused on his post meditation high. “Yeah, stew sounds good. Thank you for letting me know. I’m sure it will be great. I can try to make something up tomorrow if you all would like.”

Theo laughed at the man’s words, thinking of the state of the stew pot, “Don’t get your hopes up for the stew, the nicest thing I’ve ever been able to describe it as is…palatable. I think we all would appreciate any contribution you could make to our dining experience.” Softly, he nudged the conversation in the direction he wanted, “How did meditating go? Were you able to get anything out of it?”

Elijah practically melted as he sighed in satisfaction, “I feel better than I have in years. Like I took ten years of aging off my body. I even received a descent number of Evolution Points. I can’t thank the two of you enough for helping me with this.”

“Good to hear my friend! Was worried we might have chosen the wrong meditation skill for you. Wouldn’t want you to explode or anything.” With a cheeky grin, Theo turned around and began walking back to the camp.

“That wasn’t a real option,” Theo heard Elijah mutter to himself as he followed. “Was it?”

#

The group had been steadily working its way deeper into the forest and the ghouls had been growing more aggressive, putting the effects of Elijah and Niels’ crowns to the test, along with Elijah’s mental health. Having a team had been something of a double-edged sword in that regard. The group, it turned out, afforded him just enough mental (and physical) security of his own wellbeing that his brain felt safe enough to panic about the situation.

Rather than the tightly locked mental box deep in the basement of his mental palace, his panic had now been let out to go screaming through the halls. He worked hard to keep it locked down and not affecting his performance and had so far been managing, if barely. The entire situation was incredibly trying for his mental health, and would likely have been more than he could handle without something to relieve the growing pressure.

Which was how Elijah found he enjoyed the calm zen of falling deeply into his Meditation skill. It helped him center and calm himself whenever the insanity of his situation caught up with him. Having never tried meditation on Earth, he wasn’t sure if this was just the effects of clearing the mind and relaxing or if there was something more to it. Maybe the passive healing of the ability also helped balance out his brain chemicals?

Whatever the case, he had taken to meditating at least once a day, something many Adventurer’s apparently found superfluous when in a dungeon and gaining Evolution Points through more aggressive means. Niels had praised his initiative though, and had taken to meditating with him. According to him, it was a waste to not take advantage of the enhanced gains while within the dungeon, though his own meditation rarely awarded him an Evolution Point with the greater strength of his soul.

In addition to the points and stress relief, Elijah had also found his jumbled memories from before his death had begun to sort themselves out during his meditation sessions. It was still blurry, but he had begun to remember more and more of what had happened. He had drifted to sleep in a large room filled with wooden podiums, early in the evening right after getting off his final shift for the week. A TV had been playing something about the upcoming elections that he had barely been paying attention to.

He remembered other people being there, at least one of them making a lot of noise. One had been looking down at him, shaking him at some point before he passed out. Telling him not to fall asleep. Telling him someone was coming to get him. He’d been so tired though. So tired and he had needed to get to bed early. All he’d been able to think about was how busy he was going to be in the morning and how much he just wanted to close his eyes and sleep.

Looking back it seemed fairly obvious he had not gone quietly in his sleep like he had originally assumed, but he still wasn’t sure of the exact circumstances. It would come to him eventually. At least hopefully it would. He wanted to be sure Jason was safe. Triss should have been fine, she had been at home and he hadn’t been when whatever happened happened.

Sighing, he let out a deep breath before opening his eyes. His meditation always ended like this. Calm, but concerned. About what happened when he died. About his current circumstances. About if those he cared about were ok.

 Stretching his arms above his head he let out a languid yawn and felt the stiffened muscles throughout his back work themselves loose. Beside him, Niels began moving around in much the same manner as he left his own meditation. The two enjoyed a companionable silence as Elijah simply focused on maintaining the calm that had been provided by his ability.

“You doing ok Elijah?” The other man gave him a sympathetic look, but a serious one. “We’ve noticed you seem to meditate more because you need to then because you want to. You aren’t the first person like that, but we need to know we can rely on you when the time comes.”

“I’m fine Niels. Just, working through everything that happened recently.”

“Alright, but make sure you let me know if that changes. I’m responsible for this party, and I will kick you just as fast for refusing to talk to me as I will if you tell me you are having a mental breakdown.”

#

 “Styles are…a state of mind. It’s a mentality of how you are going to use your spells and weapons. Most incorporate a few vague techniques that can easily be adapted to any set of spells or abilities, but almost none of them are what you would really call detailed. The sheer variety of abilities means that even two people with the same weapon, elemental affinities, and even teacher are not guaranteed to have the same or even similar spells.

“Because of this, combat styles tend to focus on mental exercises that will allow you to better utilize your abilities in specific ways. Some focus on splitting your attention to control multiple different spells at once while others focus on successfully maintaining one spell for as long as possible for example.”

Elijah had mentioned that using his spells felt unnatural to some degree, not merging into his fighting as well as he would like. Like he was casting spells and fighting with his sword, but not doing both at once. The disconnect, it turned out, was very common for new adventurers. Seba had been more than happy to tell him about the solution for the issue as well.

“Niels, for example, employs something called the Three Dragon’s Style. His style focuses on maintaining three offenses at any given time, usually his two short swords and a spell. The style includes mental exercises for essentially automating a single spell while offering a number of patterns for two other actively maintained attacks. It’s a highly aggressive style that focuses almost purely on offense and leaves little to no thought for real defense. Something more broadly described as an Assault style.”

“What about yourself? What kind of style do you have?”

“I use something called the Creeping Death Style. It focuses on layering multiple spells into a weapon for a single attack and casting spells as discreetly as possible. It’s meant for quick bursts of damage before you fade into the shadows. The style is especially effective for people like me who have spells that continue to damage an opponent after the initial hit.”

Elijah couldn’t fully keep the disappointment out of his voice as he responded, “Neither of those styles seem very useful for me if I’m being honest. Does Theo or Rory use a more defensive style by any chance? Or at least something I could use?”

Seba gave him a slightly pitying look before he began to talk, “Unfortunately, Theo doesn’t actually use a combat style. Rather than spending the time practicing one, he researches new alchemy recipes and prepares potions. His abilities are, for the most part, not well suited for live combat so he doesn’t have the same issue.”

 Seba’s tone began to brighten as he continued though, “Rory doesn’t use a true defense style, but he does use one that you would probably find useful. It’s called the Combat Architect Style and focuses on two things. Creating physical constructs using your magic as efficiently as possible, which I doubt you’ll find particularly useful, and maintaining a mental map of the battlefield along with everyone’s position.”

“I have to admit that sounds like a pretty good first step. It won’t really help with the actual feeling of disconnect unfortunately, but if I can better keep track of everything that is happening in more hectic battles, I will at least be able to find better opportunities to use my spells.” As he spoke, Elijah felt himself warming to the idea. He would definitely be talking to Rory in the near future about the style. He just hoped the prickly ice mage would be willing to help.

Seba continued, unaware of Elijah’s concerns about the other team member, “It’s not really meant as a front-line style, so there are definite disadvantages. Like you said, it’s not really meant to be combined with a weapon, so you are still going to have issues when it comes to balancing swinging and casting. Maybe Niels could help you out more, he might know about some other styles.”

#

Unfortunately, Niels had not been able to provide Elijah with a better way forward. He did know at least a little about three other styles, but they were all highly aggressive. Two were other assault styles while the third was a wind mage specific style focused on aerial combat that Niels had initially learned before shifting to the Three Dragons Style.

That wasn’t to say he hadn’t been able to help though. Instead, he had agreed with Seba and Elijah that learning Rory’s style was a good starting point. After that, he suggested Elijah simply take a part of one of the other styles and create his own. The common wisdom was to wait until at least high D rank to create your own style, but doing so was not unheard of. Especially with the help of an experienced individual like Niels who had practiced multiple styles assisting the person.

There were weaknesses to this approach of course. Lack of any formal teachers to help Elijah advance in the style as he advanced in rank, both due to the unique aspects of whatever style he created and a general recalcitrance of trainers to teach a “bastardized” version of their style. The need to resolve any gaps or disconnects in an imperfect style on his own. A less complete foundation.

All of that was still preferable, at least in Niels opinion, to selecting a style ill fitted to Elijah’s situation or not learning a style at all. He argued that learning half a style was going to result in many of the same difficulties moving forward as creating unique style. Because of that, if Elijah wanted to learn a complete style that would mean settling for one of Niels three assault styles or Seba’s Creeping Death Style. All of which were unsuited to Elijah’s preferences and just as likely to see him killed as to help him.

With all that in mind, Niels had told him a few more details about the other two styles he knew at least the basics of and encouraged Elijah to think about which would be most comfortable for him. Niels had advised him not to rush the decision, as even if he decided to shift styles in the future whatever he chose now was likely to have a heavy influence on how he fought. It would also likely impact how his spells developed, causing them to shift in order to align with his Style.

“You need something that feels natural. Something comfortable while still being practical. Obviously, that means something that matches with your powers, but more importantly it means matching with how you see yourself fighting. You could easily incorporate the stealth aspects of Seba’s style to create an approach where you slowly bleed out your opponents, maintaining just enough proximity to keep your enemy within your aura. That’s not you though.” He had said.

So now Elijah had a choice. Niels, Seba, and he had gone through and pulled out specific aspects and training methods from the four other styles the team knew enough to teach him. They had written up a brief idea of what the styles would add to his own combat and a few early practice techniques to help him get a feel for it. Then they sent him off to meditate on the question.

From the Three Dragon Style, Niels had pulled out the techniques that emphasized splitting your attention in three directions. Niels had posited that taking such an approach would result in Elijah eventually needing to focus on a single, primary spell. From there he would slowly learn to automate that spell. The effects would be minor at his current spell ranks, but once he evolved his favored spell into an Intermediate version that would change. He would begin making massive strides in his improvement as the versatility of the spell increased.

Niels had suggested either focusing on his armor or aura spell if he went that route. He believed focusing on the armor spell would eventually allow Elijah to quickly and easily shift the form of his armor, adapting it for any incoming attack. He would slowly integrate automatic responses, allowing him to thicken, harden, or reinforce individual areas as he improved.

If he focused on his aura as his favored spell on the other hand, his aura would become much more responsive in the long run. It would shift itself to the situation, focusing the power of the aura on a single target or excluding allies automatically. Acting as an extension of Elijah’s subconscious will and no longer requiring the same level of direct control.

Obviously neither would be capable of such feats right off the bat. Instead, he would simply find it easier to cast the varying forms of the spell such as Blood Roil Burst or Blood Chrysalis. They would shift more quickly or more powerfully and begin to feel more natural to use.

The second style Niels knew was called the Twin Blades Style. It focused on empowering a pair of twinned weapons with single use melee spells. Unlike the Three Dragon Style, which focused on controlling each hand separately, the Twin Blade style focused on using both hands in support of one another, trading versatility for power. Niels believed Elijah could adapt it in two ways. He could either switch to a paired set of spiked shields, allowing him to turn into an impenetrable wall, or continue using the sword and shield approach, turtling behind the shield while using the sword to strike out when available.

Either way, Vampiric Strike and Blood Blade would slowly become the core of his offensive strategy and would likely become geared for rapid and continuous use as he grew in power. His Aura and Armor would remain spells that he simply activated at the beginning of combat and forgot about, his mental focus instead being on empowering his weapons at critical moments. Most likely, his Blood Blade spell would eventually grow to have more immediate empowerment options. Growing in length or reinforcing his strength for a split moment for example.

The Unstoppable Vanguard Style was the last style from Niels repertoire. The style focused on powerful, charging strikes to break the enemy and overwhelm them with brute force. Niels believed that, if they switched out Elijah’s weapons for a tower shield and some kind of polearm, they could create a style for him that focused on initiating combat and drawing the opponents attention. The style’s users tended to focus on a large number of passive spells, along with a singe powerful enforcement technique activated during their charge.

Niels believed that if Elijah went this route, his blood blade and vampiric strike would eventually need to be merged together. From there, it would likely evolve into a spell that quickly applied a large amount of bleeding to the opponent. If he was lucky, he would be able to merge it with Blood Roil Burst as well to quickly begin affecting his opponents with his aura as well. The style would be ideal for fighting individual targets, but less useful against hordes of enemies.

The Creeping Death style was something of a middle ground between the Twin Blades style and the Unstoppable Vanguard Style. Unlike the Unstoppable Vanguard Style, it would take time to set up his most powerful attacks as he slowly layered and enhanced spells on his swords. The end result would likely be slightly less dangerous as well. On the other hand, he would be able to use it much more often and while already engaged in combat, something users of the Unstoppable Vanguard style tended to have difficulty with.

If decided to go with the Creeping Death Style, it was likely that the bleed effect on his spells would strengthen and that they would gain additional effects from being charged over time. Niels said he would likely need to focus mostly on his shield play while slowly layering spell after spell on his sword. Only using the weapon to strike on rare occasions once it was ready.

He had time to make his decision thankfully. Niels had told Elijah that he shouldn’t start learning a style just yet. Instead, Niels wanted him to focus on opening his first Ki Channel and stabilizing his meditation. Niels had told him he would have time to start practicing a style once “his metaphysical and physical self-rebalanced following the transformation”.

#

Elijah had been practicing for most of two weeks for what was coming next, but that still wasn’t enough to satisfy Niels. The man stood in front of him, wearing a look not unlike the one of the drill sergeants from Elijah’s days in basic training. It provided a small amount of comfort as he thought back to a time that had been grueling, but also given him irreplaceable tools that he had applied to much of his life. It also brought a certain level of obedience as he flashed back to those ten weeks of hell.  

“What is Ki Elijah?”

“Sir, the link between soul and body, much like Mana is the link between the soul and the world.”

“Good. What is the first step to gaining control of your Ki?”

“The creation of a Ki Pool by redistributing Mana into the body, sir.” His tone made it clear that Elijah had learned what Niels had been teaching him inside and out. That he was fully prepared for the moment.

“Show me the cycling technique I taught you.”

“Yes sir.”

Elijah began to concentrate on his Mana, feeling the core where the mysterious energy gathered. He felt the natural flow it wanted to follow. Cycling through the limbs alongside his vascular system, releasing small amount out into the world while simultaneously drawing external energy in. He focused on a single vein. One that ran from his core, out into his right arm, and back in to his core. A long, simple loop. Then, he began to reverse it.

Rather than allowing the mana to escape out into the world, he began to force it into his muscles, bones, and organs in a single spot just outside his core. The mana attempting to come into his body was forced away as he isolated himself from the world on a metaphysical level. Once the mana was diffused into his body, forcefully gathered it into a small bubble. The energy wanted to go back into his mana veins, but he didn’t let it. Instead, he drew it along just outside his mana vein. Inch by inch he carved a small tunnel through his body until it looped through the entire limb. The entire process burned, like the buildup of lactic acid after a long work out combined with muscle cramps. Every second felt wrong. Eventually, the path returned to the vicinity of his core and he forcefully drew it back in.

“Good. Keep going. Gather the mana together as you draw it back, do not let it surround the mana vein. Make it flow in a parallel, reversed stream. You don’t need to rush, take it a step at a time.”

Elijah slowed down. He had created the loop, but now he began to slowly force more and more energy through it. Just a little bit at once. A single droplet of energy at a time. The pain slowed, the burning aching sensation radiating its way outward at a snail’s pace. Each minute the flow strengthened just a tiny bit.

The path he’d made was miniscule. A silly straw compared to the industrial pipe his mana flowed through. This was the furthest he had gone in the past, and the path he had carved into his body would be quick to repair. His Mana Vein would be hungry to reclaim the lost energy while his physical self actively wanted to reject the infusion of foreign energy, much in the same way it would attempt to resist a foreign spell.

“Good. A textbook example of this technique. Keep it cycling slowly and begin working on your other arm.”

That was new. Elijah had been expecting to stop after he stabilized. Niels must have felt he was finally ready to start on the next step, something Elijah personally hadn’t expected to have come up for another week at least.

“Reinforce the flow Elijah. You are getting distracted. Don’t be.”

Brought back to himself, he quickly let a few more drops of his precious mana into the existing flow in his right arm. It had begun to shrink back down already, but the influx of new energy kept it back at the size he had been managing previously. He kept an eye on it for a few seconds, making sure it was back to stable, then he turned his attention to the next step.

Slowly he repeated the process until the burning sensation was engulfing his left arm as well and he had to fight the urge to move. To attempt to stretch out what felt like a building cramp across both arms. An inch at a time he fought to regain complete control of himself, until he no long felt the urge to shake his arms like one of those inflatable tube dancers at an auto dealer.

“You are doing great Elijah. Now, I need you to connect the two flows. They should still connect to your core, but draw the enemy from your right arm across your core and out into your left arm. Make it a continuous cycle.”

Slowly, he did. As he did, he began to feel the telltale tingling, almost heat that had accompanied the entire process build in his chest. It was like heartburn. An inescapable ember deep in his torso that he couldn’t relieve. Knowing that stopping it was futile, he did his best to ignore it. To put aside the discomfort and focus on the flow of energy.

It wasn’t enough. The compounding burning sensation kept drawing away his attention and he couldn’t keep up the balancing act of the energy flowing through his arms. Too little and the newly created tunnel would shrink and close. Too much and it felt like he was pumping hot coals through his body. His concentration broke and he subconsciously forced his mana through his meditation cycle as he attempted to reduce his pain.

He stopped himself before he’d been at it for more than a few seconds, but that was enough to undo his hard work. The first part of the new pathway he’d been carving was collapsed and without infusion of more mana from the starting point, the rest quickly followed.

“Good first attempt Elijah. We will try again in a half hour. Usually, I would make you wait until at least the evening, but we are under a little bit more of time constraint than most.”

Panting and curled over in a position similar to a seated bow, but eager to try again, he could only give the other man a thumb’s up and grunted “Yes sir” in response.

#

It took him three attempts to finally stabilize the connected flow of both arms. After that he had done the same to his left leg before linking the outgoing flow of energy from his left arm to the incoming flow of his left leg. If linking the flows of his arms together had been like heartburn, adding his leg to the pathway had been like somebody had used hit torso as a firepit.

He’d been warned that the pain would escalate as he went through the process, but he hadn’t been expecting it to increase so drastically. Thankfully, prepping his right leg would likely be the hardest part of the entire experience. While the fourth and fifth steps might be more painful, Elijah had been assured they were significantly faster.

It had still taken him seven tries to finish his left leg.

“Now, link your leg into the channel you have created. Left leg to right leg to right arm.”

Elijah could only grit his teeth and give a sharp nod in response. Any more than that and he’d lose focus. He started with the connecting the flows between his two legs, immediately causing an uncomfortable burning in his pelvic area, only for the heat to take over his entire body when he finally linked his right leg to his right arm. It was as though his entire body was being swarmed by fire ants while he wore a full suit made out of carpet, biting and stinging their way across friction burned flesh.

“Last step Elijah.” Niels cool voice cut through the pain, forcing its way into his mind and causing him to jump to attention like a freshly trained private. “Build up some mana in your core. Just enough for something like your bleed spell. Dam it up and hold it back. Let your new veins dry out a little.”

Elijah did his best, ignoring the protests of his body and the despair he felt as the veins slowly began to shrink. It was taking a while. He hadn’t realized how large they had gotten as he finished the process. They would still disappear sooner versus later, but he had a little time.

“Wait for my signal Elijah. When you release the mana into your new veins, immediately start using the drill part of the meditation style I taught you. Force your mana deeper and deeper into your core. Understand?”

Elijah forced his stiff neck to nod. This wasn’t new information. He knew he had to do all this. The pain made it hard to remember though, and he was thankful he had Niels voice guiding him through the process.

“Hold it just a moment longer…Now!”

Immediately, he forced the withheld mana into his newly carved Ki channel, returning focus to his core. With difficulty, he focused on the meditative technique. He could feel the mana forcing its way through, shoving the channel far wider than it had ever been before. Each second he felt like parts of his arms and legs were going to burst, but he ignored it and focused on drilling deeper and deeper into his core.

It was only possible because the entire technique was so heavily engraved into his head. It was nearly second nature to him at this point and he felt himself following the entire meditative technique he had been taught. For a moment he worried that that was going to ruin everything, but he felt a calming hand on his back and voice telling him to keep going.

The channels running through his arms and legs began to grow channels of their own. Smaller veins forcing their way into the surrounding tissue as the mana passed through. In his core something began to grow. A bubble of mana forcing its way out the side of the core, like when you are making a balloon animal and twist off a little bit of the balloon. The bubble was growing, slowly but surely, and he could see that his new Ki Channel connected solely to the protrusion from his core.

With something not unlike a *POP* echoing through his body, he felt a blinding white flash of light and briefly lost consciousness. Before he could even start to topple over, he regained his wits and realized the pain was gone. Looking within himself, he realized he now had two cores.

Each had a slightly different type of energy flowing through it, and the new one was anemic compared to the original. He could feel that there was a connection between the two cores. A one-way flow of energy from his Mana Core to his new Ki Core.

“Congratulation on partially opening your first Ki Channel Elijah. How do you feel?”

            

    
        Chapter 23: Born Anew

    
    
    
    
                I diverge from my fellows in their calls for mitigations and observation. We are the Storm and the Storm destroys that which attempts to fight it. Let us wipe these petty nations off the map and be done with it. Destroy these lesser bloodlines that they may no longer pretend at greatness and become a problem for the those of true strength. I only await the approval of my fellows to end this charade. – Letter from the Voice Cumulonimbus


Elijah, panting, let himself collapse to the ground before even attempting to respond to Niels. As he began speaking, he felt the presence of system messages. They were waiting just outside of sight for when he had a free moment for them. Deciding they could wait, he finally answered the other man.

“It feels strange. And incomplete. I can sense my new Ki Channels, but they don’t feel…right. Like part of them is missing.”

“That would be because most of them are. You’ve taken a substantial first step, but we’ll need to finish the process soon. If we wait too long it can have strange side effects. Nothing that can’t be fixed, but I wouldn’t recommend that route.”

Elijah pursed his lips at that, concerned and slightly annoyed that Niels hadn’t mentioned this before he made the attempt. He did his best to hide that annoyance as he asked the more pressing question, “What else do I need to do?”

“Don’t give me that look,” Niels eyes took on a harder edge and he used that voice again. The one that reminded Elijah of his old Drill Sergeant. “You were going to need to complete this process if you wanted any chance of surviving long term in your chosen roll. If we had more time I would walk you through the entire process before we started, but we needed to do everything we could to increase your likelihood of survival as fast as possible. That meant giving you the information you needed most and covering the rest later.

“I also couldn’t have you sabotaging yourself by worrying about what came next. The process is difficult enough without other worries on your mind. The next steps are comparatively easier, but make no mistake. They will be painful. Now that your arms and legs are completed, you need to finish the process in the rest of your body. The spine and torso come next, and will increase your resistance to poisons and internal injuries. After that will be your heart and lungs, granting you the engines necessary to fully support your new body. After that will be your head and brain, enforcing your final remaining weak point and enhancing your hand-eye coordination.”

Elijah thought over what Niels said. He could see why someone might abandon the process half way through if they knew they would have to do something similar at least three more times. Elijah himself would not have, or at least he thought he would not have. It also spoke to a certain level of distrust on Niels part that he would do what was necessary.

That was worrisome. Elijah needed these people to trust him if he wanted to create the relationship that would give him the best chance of surviving. He also didn’t like being kept in the dark, especially by someone who had decided unilaterally that they knew better. It was the worst part of being in a rigid system like the military, and something he had only barely been able to put up with.

He put those feelings aside for now though, they wouldn’t do anything to help him. Instead, he simply asked, “What’s the next step?”

#

It had turned out that the next step was memorizing another new pattern to force his Ki to follow. Similar to his arms and legs, he would practice carving a new route for the energy through his body (this time focused on his abdomen and spine). Same as before, he would be using miniscule amounts of energy for the time being until Niels was happy with his performance. Then he would need to force the new channels into permanence with a flood of energy.

The benefit to using Ki for this rather than Mana was that his body was more accepting of the energy. It was less painful and harder to keep the energy following the paths he had created. It also naturally healed him at a far superior rate than mana had, meaning he could recover from his attempts far faster. He didn’t anticipate taking more than four or five days to have the new patterns memorized.

Niels had led him through the exercise a few times, then walked away saying something about needing to patrol the area for monsters. Elijah had taken a moment to reflect on the experience and make a mental note that he needed to experiment with the changes to his body. Then he had finally allowed the system to bring up the notifications he had missed.




	
Congratulations, you have created a Ki Core! You have gained access to Ki, a Superior Energy attuned to the body.

You are at 25% completion of your First Ki Channel

·         Extremity Channel – Cleared

·         Spinal Channel – Blocked

·         Cardiac Channel – Blocked

·         Cerebral Channel - Blocked

Congratulations, you have gained the option to Convert your Spells to Arts. Arts are powered by Ki rather than Mana and may gain or lose functions in the conversion process. Please note that this conversion can only be reversed through special training unique to the Art.  This option may be accessed in the System Shop at any time. 









The first message was mostly what he had expected, simply the system acknowledging his accomplishments in successfully awakening his Ki. The second half was a little surprising though. The others had told him the system would provide a way to using his spells with his Ki, but they hadn’t ever explained the exact methodology.

It was interesting that the system was letting him choose which abilities he wanted to convert. He had expected it to simply change some of his abilities, or have Ki powered abilities be a new option when purchasing spells from the menu. Now he would need to make a decision, one more important choice to make that would define his future. No pressure, right? Just deciding the rest of my life.

 It was like college all over again, but nobody telling him what he was good at and a lot fewer relevant life experiences that he could use to help him make a choice. Also, he only had a handful of weeks to choose and the impact would be immediate and permanent. Well, not entirely permanent. Only the first Ki channel is entirely unreversible. Everything else would just be…very hard.

That knowledge helped a little. A teeny tiny bit at least. Mostly. He quickly pulled up the next system message before he spiraled even further.




	
Congratulations, you have taken the first step in pushing your body beyond Human limits! By awakening a Ki Core and strengthening your body with the energy, you have reached a level of physical ability generally impossible for your species. 


Congratulations! You have met the requirements to unlock new Racial Evolutions. You have met the requirements for basic Racial Evolution: Ki-Attuned Human. You do not meet the Racial Level requirements to become a Ki-Attuned Human at this time.









That was unexpected. The system had said he could become more, but Elijah hadn’t thought the system meant it literally. What was the difference between a Human and a Ki-Attuned Human? What would it mean if he became one? Was this the only Racial Evolution he had unlocked the requirements for? What were the limits?

He was just getting up to seek out a member of Hidden Opportunity and ask, when the Voice answered him for the first time in a very long time. Elijah hadn’t even thought about the mysterious will of the system since joining up with Niels and his team. That was starting to feel like a mistake, if it was willing to answer questions like this. He probably could have found out about the extra steps in creating his first Ki Channel if he had bothered to ask the Voice for it.

“Racial Evolution is the process by which one my progress beyond their physical limits. The greater one’s physical limits, the more difficult it is to evolve beyond them. A Ki-Attuned Human is a Human who has been warped by and evolved due to the natural presence of a complete Ki Channel in their physiology. Their Ki is more powerful and their control is more natural than a baseline human.

“As far as Racial Evolution options are concerned, all humans have the option to become a High Human upon reaching a sufficient level. A High Human, or Supra Hominidae, has no unique attributes beyond an overall improvement upon the human baseline and greater longevity. Humans are generally considered the weakest of the Sentient Races, with High Human being more equivalent to any other Sentient Race. Because of this, though, Humans have the easiest time adapting and becoming something more in line with their talents.”

A little humbled at his own carelessness with such a potent tool, he thanked the voice. “I’m sorry I forgot about you. Please continue to help me in the days to come.”

There was no response.

#

In the following days, whenever Elijah wasn’t practicing the next stage of opening his Ki Channel, he was being put through physical exercises. Niels had helped at first, but had eventually switched to scouting and patrolling around the camp. Thankfully, this sort of training was something of a specialty of Seba’s. While Seba and Elijah trained, Niels would leave Rory to protect the camp and clear a route slightly deeper into the dungeon. Theo, meanwhile, would be left to stock potions for later in the dungeon.

The exercises served multiple purposes. First and foremost, it allowed Elijah to slowly get used to the changes Ki had on his body. His strength and speed had increased thanks to his new meta-physiology, but that was just the passive effects of his Ki. He could also flood his muscles with Ki to increase his strength in explosive bursts.

Originally he was forced to flood his entire body, but with practice he had been learning to only add Ki to the muscles being worked. A process that currently required concentration and deliberate thought, but that Seba had assured him would eventually become just as natural as any other physical ability. Clearing his Cranial Ki Channels would especially help in that regard, but taking the time to learn now would give him better control in the long run.

The second purpose of this training was to increase Elijah’s flexibility and balance through stretching exercises similar to yoga. Ki had helped loosen his muscles, but not to anywhere near the degree it had helped his strength. His balance, meanwhile, was entirely unaffected currently. That would also change when he finished his Cranial Ki Channel. Like his use of Ki, though, Seba claimed it was better to learn now so he could get the most out of the enhancement.

At least once a day, Seba would run him through an obstacle course reminiscent of any number of Earth game shows. It was meant to be a way to consolidate what he was practicing with the rest of his exercises and put them to real use, and Elijah had to admit it was fun to watch his rapid improvement.

The results of this training were impressive, as he quickly realized he was subconsciously holding himself back. He could hit with easily twice the force of before, and run at far greater speeds. His skin was significantly more resistant to cuts and scrapes, and healed much faster when something did hurt him. When combined with his other healing abilities, it was possible to watch his skin knit itself back together when he was cut. At least so long as he had some blood to power his abilities and enchantments.

He still had a number of limits, but his actual arm and leg strength was not a limiting factor. Instead, he found himself gasping for air and heart thundering as they worked to provide the resources his muscles needed and failed to keep up. He had to limit the weight of things he picked up, too worried about damaging his internal organs or putting excessive strain on his brain. He had a hard time keeping track of his own movements. All things that Seba assured him would be resolved when he finished opening his Ki Channel.

There was a third purpose to the physical training, or rather Hidden Opportunity used the excuse of him needing physical training to help him address one of his other short-comings. His lack of formal training with a short sword and buckler. He had applied what combat training he had learned in the military to using them, but such training had never been a focus for him.

Seba had worked to correct dozens of minor issues from how he stood, to where he held his weapons, to the way he carried his weapons when not fighting. The man had been working to drill in a handful of stances, along with a half-dozen positions Elijah could hold his buckler in. He’d also been given a small booklet of various sword strikes to practice in concert with the buckler. None of it felt natural, at least at first, but it was slowly becoming more comfortable.

The book included a few more advanced techniques Elijah could practice once he had a solid foundation. Things like reinforcing the buckler with his sword hand or techniques specifically meant to be used in concert with spells such as his Blood Blade that could extend the reach of the weapon for a few crucial moments. There was even one that involved dropping his sword so he could forge a new one in the empty hand and take his opponent off guard, something that seemed ridiculous when he first saw it.

All told, he was kept so busy he barely even noticed before it was time to attempt the next break through with his Ki Channel.

#

“Great job Elijah, you did good work. Your internal control of your channels is impressive.”

Niels had taken a break to watch over Elijah’s attempt to carve out his Spinal Ki Channel. He had been the only one on Hidden Opportunities confident in his ability to interfere in the process if something went wrong. Thankfully, that hadn’t been necessary.

Like Niels had promised, it was a lot easier to accomplish the second step in the process. He only had to create one channel, though about twice as long and slightly more complicated than the channels on either arm. The final thing looked something like a trident head, with the joining point at the top of his pelvis. The general pain had been less than before as well, though the final flash of agony had not been reduced.

“Thank you, sir.” As he spoke Elijah had to force himself to maintain a casual stance, his body naturally attempting to take an “at ease” stance. “I’m working hard to meet your team’s expectations.”

“I know you are Elijah, and we are happy to have you joining us. We obviously underestimated your commitment, given your hard work the last few days. It is hard to know how someone will react to pain. Especially extreme pain like what we put you through. Have the changes been worth it in your mind?”

“Absolutely. I feel incredible, and understand why you said this would help keep me alive. The loss of mana hurts, considering I already didn’t have a lot, but I’ve been talking to Theo about which of my Spells to transform into Arts.”

“Theo was the right choice. He knows the most magical theory of any of us, and fully understands the process. Even if he’s never opened his own Ki Channels, he’ll have the best idea of how the change will affect your abilities. Have you put any thought toward your first Intermediate Spell or Art?”

“A little bit. I am leaning toward incorporating part of the Three Dragons Style currently and I want to advance whichever ability I end up focusing one. I am hoping to have a decision made by the time I finish with my Ki Channel.”

“A good approach. Take this time to research your options. Slow down on your channel if you need to, we have a little time. Take an hour each day to talk to Theo and think about what you want to do.”

“Thank you, sir.” Hoping to end the conversation on a high note, he took a moment to talk himself up. “Even slowing down, I hope to finish up by the end of next week.”

“Then we will plan to make our first real push to advance in two weeks. That should give you a few days to finish your spell fusion and start practicing a Combat Style.”

#

“The difficulty with transforming an Aura Spell into an Art is that Ki cannot exist outside the body for any extended amount of time. What people call a Ki Aura is really just flooding the area with your Ki and setting off an immediate affect by producing a multiplicative cascade. Good for ah big burst of damage immediately around you, but not so great for something that takes a while to show any impact.”

Theo looked more like a mad scientist than ever while wearing the full, brass facemask. He leaned over some kind of bubbling, purple concoction. Every few seconds he would fiddle with a small valve, adjusting the fire of what seemed to be some kind of magical Bunsen Burner beneath his newest creation.

“I was getting that feeling. Unlike Mana, Ki feels a lot, well I guess the term would be heavier. Mana feels eager to go out into the world. So quick to escape the trick is forcing the energy to take its time. Whenever I try to force Ki out of my body though, it’s like pushing a boulder uphill.”

“This is all about where the energy wants to be. You can think of Mana as the link between your soul and the world. Ki, meanwhile, is the link between your soul and the body. It still has flavors. Still gets attuned to you and your elements. But the stuffs half-life before breaking down into pure energy is a lot shorter. Your soul doesn’t attune it with the same type of intent as it does Mana.”

“What do you mean by that, intent?”

“Hrmmm”

As he was about to respond, the tincture started to bubble and Theo quickly held up a finger. Acting quickly, the man removed the flask from the burner and began to swirls it around. As he did, the mixture started to glow with what Elijah could only assume was Theo’s magic. From one of the pockets on his coat, the man pulled out a small vial of pink granules and slowly began adding the stuff into the heated liquid with careful taps.

“Grab the pitcher of water behind you and poor up to the third line on the blue based cylinder. The one with the yellow tablet in it.”

Moving quickly, but carefully, Elijah did as he was instructed. As soon as the water touched the tablet, it began to fix and foam. As Elijah continued to add water it quickly dissolved until the only evidence it had been there at all was the slight yellow tinge to the water.

Passing Elijah the flask, he grabbed the cylinder away and putting it beneath a burette as though preparing to titrate the liquid. “Continue to swirl that. Slowly and smoothly.”

Carefully, the man loosened the stopcock and allowed five drops to drip into the cylinder. Then had grabbed the flask away from Elijah and tipped the contents of the cylinder. He quickly corked the flask and began shaking it vigorously before turning back to Elijah.

As if nothing had happened, Theo quickly returned to the conversation. “People think that Ki cores simply refill more quickly than their Mana equivalents, but that isn’t really the case. This isn’t an exact comparison because I’m trying to apply physical concepts to a spiritual substance, but it would be more appropriate to say that Ki is simply less pressurized. You get more volume for less mass.”

The man waited, clearly expecting Elijah to ask about something. After a moment’s thought, he knew what it was.

“How can that be? I can feel my Ki pool. And while it might be a little more than the amount of Mana I lost, the difference is not enough to explain the fact that my Ki returns four, maybe five times as quickly. On top of that, what does that have to do with intent?”

“Let’s address the second question first. I call it intent, but there are a lot of words for it. The short and messy is basically this, intent is the amount of energy necessary to fight against natural laws by imbuing some of your will as a living being into the energy. It is what makes the energy actually do something instead of just dissipating along the path of least resistance. Because your Soul holds the most sway inside the body, magically speaking, it takes less intent to perform a desired action. Outside, it has to fight against all the other souls also trying to manipulate reality. This is also why using spells inside an opponent’s body is difficult.

“As for your first question, the problem is where you are looking. Your Ki Pool is only a side benefit of Ki. A little something extra for when the main course isn’t enough. Because of that, most of your Ki isn’t in your Core or Channels. It’s in your muscles and blood. You can enhance it more by spending Ki, but even absolutely drained your physical strength and durability is being empowered by a much larger reserve of Ki. The only way you’ll know you hit the limit of that reserve is by passing out.”

Elijah thought for a moment, then asked his next question, “I guess that explains why most Ki Arts are just fast, brief blasts of elemental energy. What about armor abilities then? Shouldn’t those break down since they are outside the body?”

For just a moment, Theo almost stopped shaking the flask. There was a look of surprise on his face. Then he cracked a smile and returned to vigorously shaking his creation.

“Not used to people asking about that. They tend not to think about it. The short answer is that armor abilities work different as an Art. Spells just cause the armor to form on top of your skin. That’s common knowledge. Arts do things differently. They actually form just under the surface of your skin and then protrude out. You could think of the bit inside the skin as the actual art while the stuff outside is just an extra bit.

“There are some unique aspects of that actually. Technically a powerful and capable enough teleportation specialist could teleport a Mage out of their armor. Wouldn’t work on an Arts user though. The required difference in power for that is high enough that it would actually be more effort than just breaking the armor, so functionally there isn’t a difference. Fun to think about though.

“Your soul also retains a decently high amount of control just outside your body, out to a range of maybe two inches before dropping precipitously until it hits its minimum at sixish inches. All told, armor abilities are still generally just about the most draining Ki Art you can use, but should perform pretty equivalently to a spell version.”

As the man continue to mutter about “Will Integrity” and “Soul Signal Degradation” Elijah was hung up on one particular statement from early in Theo’s latest revelation.

“What do you mean it forms under the skin and protrudes out?”

“Oh, you won’t feel it. You Ki will shut off the pain receptors at the site of puncture and keep the wound from bleeding or anything. It will also heal right back up afterwards. They aren’t even very big puncture, maybe a twenty-six gauge needle.”

Elijah felt the blood drain from his face as he imagined walking around like a pincushion. Before he could think about it too much, though, Theo began pouring his now glowing, golden concoction into five vials. Four of these Theo placed in straps on his bandolier. Straps Elijah would have sworn were full before. The last was handed to Elijah.

“What’s this?”

“A Holy element explosive. Usually you wouldn’t be able to keep it stable, but I added some extra ingredients and some of your Mana. Should stay good for a month or so.”

“Oh.” Talks with Theo could end bizarrely.

#

Later that evening, Elijah found himself sitting across from Seba while he studied the Menu provided by the System. He’d been building up a rather large stockpile of points and he had decided to start putting some of them to work. This brief training respite would be over soon and he needed to be ready.

“So what made ya decide to get a new spell Elijah.” Seba was lightly tossing a small knife around, performing tricks with it as they spoke.

“I want something that will help the team out more. Everything I currently have is about my own survival. As important as it was to focus on that before, now I have a team behind me. I want something that I can use as a force multiplier for you and Niels. I’m betting that will do more in the short term than anything else I can do.”

“Well, that and making sure you can keep us excluded from your aura. How’s the training with that spell going?”

The spell in question, Aura Immunity, had been something Elijah picked up a long time ago. The spell would let him exclude targets from his aura, but it had to be individually cast on each person whenever they entered his Blood Roil Aura’s range. Something that had proven difficult, but had gotten easier as he practiced the situational awareness exercises from Rory’s Style.

“About as well as I can hope. It’s still pretty slow, but at least I’m not just leaving people under the spell’s effects anymore.”

“Well, that’s to be expected. It’s still just a Beginner level spell. Bet’cha it gets easier once you bump your Aura up to Intermediate rank. Solid foundation and all that though.”

Elijah continued studying the descriptions of the various spell types while Seba twirled the knife on his finger, allowing the conversation to drop for a moment. Soon enough, the rogue couldn’t help but try to draw him back into talking.

“Any idea what you are going to buy?”

“Nothing for sure yet. I wish some of those hidden option Niels mentioned had popped up for my spells. The option to purchase an Augmentation spell would be fantastic. I’m basically debating between Enhancement and Aura. Niels says Aura can be a bit of a grab bag, so an option for a buffing Aura should be in there. Enhancement seems like the obvious choice, but those can usually only be used on the caster.”

“True, true. Not sure if this will affect your decision, but do you have the mana to maintain a second Aura spell? Those are usually pretty expensive.”

“Not directly, but if I use Sacrifice I could probably maintain a second while empowering my healing with Ki.”

“Seems like a good plan, but that will only work for so long. Healing any real, substantial damage is one of the most expensive uses of Ki. Especially with only one Ki Channel.”

“You aren’t wrong.”

Seba smiled at that, “Theo may be the specialist, with all his fancy magical education, but I’ve been around him long enough to pick up a few things.”

“Alright, let’s do this. Enhancement spell it is.”

#

“Can’t believe Niels has me training you like this. If we’d just left you there, we’d be out of this forest by now.”

Elijah had gotten used to Rory’s complaining by this point. The man had agreed to help him learn the relevant parts of the Combat Architect Style, but he had never been enthusiastic about it. He’d complained about every one of the sessions they had together, and had only gotten worse after Niels decided that Elijah’s new spell meant he needed to increase the priority of Rory’s training.

The spell had been called Blood Rush, and as Elijah had been hoping it was a single target spell that impowered whoever it was used on. According to the description, Elijah would insert his mana into willing ally’s bloodstreams. The spell would than do two things. First it would enhance the person in a way very similar to blood doping back on earth by improving the ability of the blood to carry oxygen to the muscles. Second, the mana would break down into something very similar to Ki and directly empower the person’s body. It wasn’t as efficient or as strong as actual Ki, but it was a noticeable improvement.

“How many blue hats were in the picture Elijah.” Rory had a smug grin on his face as he asked the question. He’d noticed Elijah zoning him out and used that chance to ensure Elijah would fail to answer him correctly.

The game they were playing to test Elijah’s progress with the style was pretty simple. Rory would show Elijah a picture for just a moment, and then ask him a question about the contents. Practice with the style should slowly give him a photographic memory for at least a little while, and make these sorts of things easy. He wasn’t there yet though, and even he was he hadn’t even looked at the picture.

“Four.” Elijah’s face was stone as he gave his answer. They both knew what was going on, and Elijah would give him nothing to prod with.

The grin sinking into a frown was all Elijah needed, the joy drained from Rory’s voice as he said, “Wrong.”

#

Seba and Theo were enjoying an evening game of cards while Niels and Elijah meditated outside camp. On the other side of the fire, Rory sulked. The man was worried that Niels was going to replace him now that Elijah, an actual tank, was around. The man should have known better than that. They’d both talked to him, but nothing seemed to get through his thick skull on the matter.

“What do you think he’s going to go with?” Seba asked. “His magic could go a lot of ways. Especially now that his first Ki Channel is fully open.”

“I’m not sure. If he was a more ruthless man, he could become quite terrifying as an assassin. His powerset is well made for making an opponents body tear itself apart.” Theo shuddered for a second, “Did you know his aura actually inserts his mana into opponents’ bodies? I haven’t told him that, but it’s true.”

Seba threw down a card as he whistled, “Damn…I thought that didn’t work. Absolute authority of the tenant soul or something.”

“That’s exactly what’s so frightening. His magic is like a parasite. It hides itself from the local soul, becoming incredibly hard to detect. This means not much mana makes it inside the body, and most of the heavy lifting is done by externally controlling the blood through attraction and repulsion, but it’s enough to be dangerous.” Theo grimaced as he took his time before throwing down his own response to Seba’s card.

Seeing Seba quickly respond to his play, Theo began frowning at his hand before he continued talking, “He could do something simple, like combining Blood Blade, Vampiric Strike, and Bleed. That kind of thing is popular among Blood Mages, and would cause every wound he made to bleed like he’d cut an artery. Be harder to heal too.”

“Nah, too offensively minded for that man. He doesn’t have the mindset for finishing a fight quick like that. Bet it would suck down your Mana like crazy too.”

Theo nodded in confirmation, “Oh certainly. You could throw in Sacrifice and have each blow power the next one, but then you can probably only manage two or three hits before you run out of juice without fresh blood around. A definite slaughter path.”

“Shit, that would be something. Would be great for a guy like me, but that one is way too invested in keeping the team safe to fully invest in something like that.”

Theo put his cards down on the table and indicated he was folding the round. “Agreed. The second option, which I find the most likely, is that he ends up folding Bleed and his Aura into his Armor spells. Most likely, that would cause his armor to take on increasingly defensive forms as he draws in more and more blood. Meanwhile, Bleed would cause his armor to more aggressively drink up enemies’ blood. That would be important because a transformation like that would mean the armor takes in less and less blood as it advances. The addition of his aura would mean that anyone within melee range would passively suffer the effects of Blood Roil too.”

“That sounds a lot more like him. Could definitely see that,” Seba began shuffling the cards as they spoke, carefully adding a few surprises as he did.

“Don’t think I didn’t see that you cheat,” Theo glared at the deck before pulling out a new one. “Third option? He adds bleed to his aura. It would mean that anyone inside his aura would bleed more and be harder to heal when they were cut or injured. Definitely has its advantages, especially against a large number of enemies.”

“So, you think what he does with Bleed is what will determine how his powerset turns out?” Seba didn’t display a hint of shame as he continued talking, taking the new deck and beginning to shuffle again.

“I think so. It’s his most underutilized spell, considering that blood can be used to strengthen so many of his other powers. Whatever he sticks it on will become his core ability. We talked a lot about how much he was weakening himself by not using the spell more.”

Seba quickly dealt out fifteen cards to each of them, placing the rest facedown in the middle. “Any other spells you definitely see being combined by the end of all this?”

Theo grinned a bit as he perused his new hand, not noticing Seba slip a card into his left sleeve and replace it with on from his right. “We decided Blood Blade and Vampiric Strike will definitely need to be combined. It should give him a weapon enhancement spell with an active component. Obviously, the various armor and aura spells will be consolidated. I tried to convince him to add Blood Rush to his armor, but he wouldn’t listen. Didn’t like that it would probably mean losing the option to enhance others.”

The two of them played a few more hands, Seba always making sure to let Theo win about forty percent of the games. Enough for him to come away the winner and a tiny bit richer, but not so much as to give up the ruse. He’d been keeping this up for months now, occasionally letting Theo “catch” him cheating and even letting the man win a few nights. He doubted it would last much longer, Theo would come up with his own scam. A new potion to see through the back of the cards or another truth serum slipped into Seba’s beer so Theo could game his new system.

As they continued to play, more focused and figuring out the others scam than the actual skills for the game, Niels and Elijah returned from meditation. The man was grinning, clearly happy about how the fusion of his spells had gone. Then he showed them the results.

“Well damn,” Seba said. “That’s better than I expected.”

            

    
        Chapter 24: Bittersweet Departures

    
    
    
    
                It is not yet time for you to go forth, Cumulonimbus. Soon, though, you may get your wish. The nations will test us and we will need to respond appropriately. They are young and foolish, eager to test powers which have not moved in force in decade. I weep for whichever nation would be so bold, or so foolish, as to inspire our wrath first. – Letter from the Voice Nimbostratus


“What do you think Xavier, does she make the cut?” Andre sounded eager, clearly anticipating a positive response.

Andre, Xavier, and Sahar were watching through one of the priestess’s scrying orbs as Rebecca put Asher through her final test. The woman was being forced to answer questions about the dungeon, Guild Protocols, and potential dangers while also running through an obstacle course. The course in question was comparatively simple: a pair of balance beams, some stutter-steps, a five-foot wall, and some hills. That didn’t make her achievement any less impressive though, as she easily answered even the trick questions the other four had come up with.

“My greatest fears have been assuaged.” Xavier admitted, “That isn’t to say I don’t have any additional concerns, but nothing that would defend keeping her from joining us.”

Sahar’s bright laugh was quick to respond, “Xavier, dear, you’re being a worry wart. We appreciate that, it makes sure we don’t get too excitable, but it is time to admit that we just got lucky. She was exactly what we needed if we wanted any chance of continuing and we were exactly what she needed. The Ascendant Solarus provides a path.”

For a moment there was silence as the three of them continued to watch the young woman’s progress. She barely seemed winded, an impressive feat considering the woman had no Ki to empower her. That had been a concern for a little while, but Asher had made it clear that she had no interest in reducing her Mana reserves for the advantages of an enhanced physique. She had decided to pursue an alternative solution after talking to someone called Bob.

“You…are not incorrect Sahar. I’ve been trying to find a flaw because the situation is simply too good. I still worry about her being green, but you and Rebecca have assured me she has proven her metal. She has done far better than it would be fair to expect and earned her chance.”

“Thank you for seeing reason dear.” Placing an arm around his shoulders, she gave him a half hug before turning to Andre, “Let’s go give her the good news!”

The last image they saw before Sahar allowed the illusory image to fade away was the laughing face of a fire-haired woman as she correctly answered the last question from atop the courses low wall. Even Xavier couldn’t help but smile a bit at the pure joy put on display before them.

#

When Asher returned to camp, she had found a small feast being prepared. Alejandro masterfully watching over multiple cook fires while directing a number of the Adventurer Society recruits to help him along. A small group setting up some kind of magic ritual that appeared to be creating music. A pair of individuals chopping and mixing fruits with water into some kind of punch.

Before she could really take in the view, Sahar had approached. “You’ve worked hard these last days Asher, and we could not be more impressed with your efforts. Green Dawn would like to formally invite you to join us for our dungeon dive into the heart of The Blighted Basin.”

As soon as she finished, Amir, Ada, and Reiss had leapt from behind nearby rocks yelling congratulations Ashers way. The adventuring party had let the three know what they had decided, causing them to lead a small gathering of maybe a third of the recruits into hiding. The group had been eagerly anticipating her return and were quick to join in.

Taking a moment away from the food, Alejandro approached Asher. “You did great Kiddo. Really showed us how determined you were. You deserve this.”

Andre, caught up in the moment and unable to stop himself, scooped the girl up in a massive bear hug, “Knew you could do it!”

When Asher asked about the feast, finding it hard to believe this was all just for her, she had learned it was apparently tradition to hold a feast for the recruits on their full day in the dungeon. Rebecca would be leading them back out the following morning, something which had caught Asher by surprise. Nobody had warned her that what she had just done was going to be the final test, and according to what she had originally been told she still had one day left before the training was over. Apparently, changing the schedule like this was a fairly common Adventurer Guild training tactic. In a career where the worst days were what would make or break someone, it wasn’t good practice to only check what a recruit was like at their best.

The reveal that she would soon be splitting ways with almost everyone she knew in this world was harsh, but she had been quick to congratulate the three cadets on their own achievements. When they returned, the three would be receiving their team assignments for the duration of the training and each had received a position as a team leader. Something that greatly increased their chances of leaving their training with an F+ Rank.

That had been the beginning of a fantastic night of feasting and drinking. Alejandro was powerful and capable enough that they could all let their guards down in even such a dangerous place, and the group took full advantage of that fact. The party had gone on for several hours, but had quickly broken up when everyone was reminded of how busy they would be the next day. No one could afford to stay up too late and be tired while traveling through the dungeon the next day.

#

When Asher had woken up the next morning, Rebecca and her charges had already left. Balam had apparently gone with them, offering to aid Rebecca on her return to the Dungeon Entrance as a thank you for her help with Asher over the last week. From what he had told her last night, his particular brand of magic was unlikely to be very helpful in the confrontation they were expecting. With his particular abilities, he would easily be able to catch back up with them in a day or two with little risk.

Alejandro had been in the process of taking down the half ring of tents and had grunted a greeting before motioning toward the cook fire with his head. There she had found a final gift from them, along with a breakfast of flapjacks. There were no notes or messages, all of the goodbyes had been taken care of the night before.

Now, less than an hour later, Asher found herself back at a place that had heralded her turn of fortunes. A simple wooden sign with a large warning written on it. It felt like she was living an entirely different life when she approached this time. Surrounded by allies that she had every intention of making friend. Rested and prepared for what was to come. Being here by choice rather than circumstances.

She was fully outfitted for a dungeon dive, wearing the gear that had been her gift from the friends she had made during her week with them. A bandolier outfitted with a number of potions and useful tools, all protected by basic enchantments. A small dimensional bag capable of holding everything that had previously been in her backpack (along with a small tent). A simple set of padded armor underneath her combat robes.

Green Dawn had also made contributions to her gear. At her waist was a simple wand, barely more than a stick with a small crystal grown in. It was made of Ash wood and would supposedly help her better interact with other sources of mana. Something that, while not particularly helpful now, would one day be helpful while counter spelling, creating rituals, or taking apart existing magical constructs.

On the opposite hip was a simple steel dagger, enchanted to withstand channeling her lightning magic. Something no one in Green Dawn anticipated her using heavily, but had insisted on providing her just in case. It wasn’t just for fighting they had said. In their own words, a good dagger was a useful tool in many situations.

Defensively, they had provided her with something they called a barrier glyph. The thing would exhaust her mana in less than thirty seconds, but for the duration it would provide near absolute protection against anything they would find in this dungeon. Beyond the unsustainable mana cost, the item had an hour-long cooldown period to avoid damaging the carefully carved runes across its surface. An item that was the definition of last resort.

Below them, the group watched the lava pools covering the entrance to the land bridge out into the lake. Somewhere down there was at least one Certilia matriarch, the first challenge they would take on as a team. Something that Green Dawn did not consider a threat, but saw as potentially problematic to defeat.

“Alright Asher, we’re going to have you sit back by Veronika dear. Hopefully we can defeat this monster today, but more important than that is learning to work as a team. Vee has a role very similar to your own, so just do what she does. And, no matter what, retreat if I tell you to leave.” Sahar’s voice was still kind and open, but had taken on a tone of absolute command.

“You’re the experts Sahar, I’m more than willing to simply follow your lead and learn.”

“The party should be fine without you.”

Veronika’s tone was cool and distant, but Asher had slowly learned that was just how she talked. The woman could come off as unfriendly, even mean. In reality she was simply blunt and uninterested in most small talk. That could change quickly if someone brought up monster hunting or trade, but neither was a subject Asher was particularly knowledgeable in.

“Take this as a chance to practice your new style,” The icy woman continued.

In addition to all the equipment, Green Dawn had also provided her with something they called a Style Manual for a fighting style called Surging Tide. Sahar, being a priestess of The Ascendent Solarus, apparently kept a large collection of such manuals in her dimensional bag for exactly these sorts of circumstances. A tool to provide guidance to someone struggling on their path. According to Sahar, this style would eventually allow her to use larger and larger amounts of mana at faster and faster speeds as a fight continued. This would allow her to maintain a continuous, overwhelming, and building offensive.

Asher hadn’t had any time to really study the style, but Sahar had led her through the most basic exercise. The core technique was to constantly cycle her mana through her body in such a way that her mana would respond more quickly when she began a spell, due to the mana already flowing at comparable speeds. Something that Sahar had compared to momentum in the physical world. Currently, maintaining that movement required constant attention from Asher. When she mastered the style though, she should just be passively maintaining a faster flow of mana throughout her body.

“Sounds like a good plan Veronika. No time like the present right?”

A large hand clapped down on her shoulder as Andre boomed out a laugh, “Exactly! Looking forward to seeing what you can do Asher. Give me a story I can tell my little girl!”

#

The group cautiously approached the shore, paying respect to the various pools of lava that broke up the pseudo-beach. Before they had started their approach, Andre and Xavier had activated some kind of glowing green tattoo on their biceps that looked vaguely like a large cat. When she had asked about it, Veronika had explained it as some kind of support spell Balam had given them before he left that would grant a slew of physical buffs to the two men.

The majority of the beach was formed from a combination of larger, shale-like stones and fine grains of reflective sand formed from obsidian. In other areas, larger chunks of obsidian formed cover for the creatures that called this area home. Small, reptilian heads occasionally poked up, looking their way curiously as they approached the largest of the molten lakes.

Access to the rest of the lake would be difficult without passing within a half dozen feet of one or more of the tidepools, as Asher had taken to calling them. They served as a natural barrier to the land bridge going out into the center of the dungeon, and each was the territory of at least one of the powerful Matriarchs. The only sure way through, without risking a blast of lava in the back, was to kill one of the hyper-territorial creatures.

Sahar and Xavier kicked off the fight. To begin, Sahar sent out a wave of golden energy that left small lights floating over the heads of the surrounding Certilia hatchlings. When the golden energy passed over the tidepools, a number were left with far larger markers hanging in the air above the molten stone. No more than one per pool, but varying in size.

“The larger the light, the stronger the creature’s soul is,” Sahar explained as Xavier began approaching the nearest of the lights.

The light Xavier chose was within the average for the submerged beasts’ markers, perhaps on the slightly smaller side. It was also closer to the edge of the pool than many of the others, and began to sluggishly approach as Xavier neared. In response, the elvish man raised his hammer, which began to glow with an amber light.

With a wordless shout, he brought the hammer crashing to the ground. Some magic must have been at work, because the weapon cratered the ground with force far beyond what Asher expected. At the same time, the matriarch came flying out of the lava pool. She cleared the edge by a good ten feet before crashing to the ground before the group.

Asher expected the beast to begin attacking them immediately, but instead it remained paralyzed. The creature seemed as surprised as Asher was by its sudden appearance, and it was only in the resulting lull that she saw the thick pillar of glassen stone that now protruded from the tidal pool. When Xavier had struck the ground, he had forced the earth beneath their opponent upward and flung it out of the powerful protection provided by the monster’s natural habitat. In the time it took for Asher to figure all this out, the rest of Green Dawn had already sprung into motion.

“Grasping vines!”

At Andre’s voice, thick roots erupted from the ground. Each would immediately begin to smoke and char when they came in contact with the searing scales, but he scrunched his brow and pushed more mana into the spell. Tens, then hundreds of long, thin roots forced their way out of the ground and began to wrap the monster like a cocoon.

A large barrier of light erupted from the ground and enclosed the group as Asher heard Sahar shout, “Blessed Dome of the Guiding Lights.”

Instantly, Asher felt more energized than she had before. Like she had just drank an entire pot of coffee and all of the caffeine had just hit her at once. Her staff began to glow with a faint, golden light and she instinctively where to hold the focus to best hit her target. One of the Certilia hatchlings barreled forward, intent on attacking them, only to slam to a stop at the edge of the dome. No matter how much it scratched, it couldn’t seem to find purchase and the barrier remained impenetrable.

Rock began to climb the monster’s feet as Xavier clenched a fist in front of him and grunted out, “Stone Tomb.”

Quickly the stone, which appeared to be some kind of granite, covered the entirety of the Certilia’s six legs and even seemed to bind its tail to the ground. Heavy lumps of rock connected by finer gravel and sand formed something like a crust and reinforced the roots as they burned away, keeping the massive reptile still.

Asher was quickly reminded of her own role when she heard Veronika muttering beside her and felt an intense cold that temporarily drove away the dungeon’s heat. A large spear, easily 8 feet long, appeared in Veronika’s hand and she sent it flying with incredible strength at the monster in front of them. According to Andre, she used a combination of ice manipulation spell and pure, brute force given by her completed Ki Channels to throw her spears with greater power than even he could have mustered. She hadn’t believed it until now.

The spear slammed into the monsters shoulder, instantly knocking the beast over. A deep puncture appeared at the point of impact, and blood fountained from the creature. The skin immediately around the injury blackened as the spell flash froze the flesh, and beside her Veronika tsk-ed.

“If we were anywhere else that entire limb would have frozen solid. Curse this place and its incessant heat!”

Asher could only do her best to suppress her surprise and begin preparing her own spell, trying her hardest not to let the woman know how shocked she was. She barely had time to fire her first Thunderbolt, overcharged and empowered to break through the Matriarch’s formidable defense, before the creature’s form was covered by a mound of rock and roots. The end result was something that looked like a lightning struck burial mound, and Asher couldn’t help but be impressed by how easily they had defeated such a monster.

Only for the mound to begin to shake.

Like a whale breaching the surface, the creature almost seemed to fling itself headfirst out of Andre and Xavier’s trap. The stone almost seemed to glide off its scales, while the plants burned away. Neither able to keep a grip on the beast.

“Bad news, Sahar. I think that thing is using its Lava Magic to melt the rocks. Then it just swims its way free. Must take a decent amount of mana, otherwise I am assuming it would have broken free immediately instead of waiting until we proved ourselves a threat. The thing is basically immune to my ability to hold it down unless we drain it dry of magic though.”

Xavier didn’t sound panicked as he said this. He continued to project an air of calm capability, same as ever, and his face remained impassive.

“Just keep slowing it down Xavier, give Asher and Veronika do their job!”

Following Sahar’s response, Xavier went rushing forward at incredible speed. Hidden behind his large tower shield, every step seemed to shake the ground. Rock crept up the man’s legs and quickly encased him in thick plates of stone armor. To his side, Andre joined him while bark seemed to emerge from his skin to armor the giant bull man as well.

Andre snapped his whip forward, wrapping it around the matriarch’s neck and dragging her downward. Meanwhile, Xavier seemed to sink into the ground only to be flung into the air by a large pillar emerging from beneath him. In the air, his armor seemed to grow larger and larger around him before he came hurtling down. With one massive, stone limb he reached out and slammed into the beast’s neck in some kind of reversed clothesline.

As the monster’s head struck the ground with a shriek, her head was entombed in the earth below. The bulk of Xavier’s armor flowed on top of their opponent to further weigh her. Meanwhile, Asher and Veronika continued to blast the beast with charged Lightning Bolts and Ice Spears while Sahar began to chant.

“May the spark of inspiration guide us. May light reveal their tricks. Reveal what might bind us. Divulge the path forward. Let the Solari Descend!”

With the final word, Sahar slammed her staff into the ground and a small sun appeared above her. For a moment, light shined from everywhere around her and banished every shadow, only for them to slowly return while the sun split horizontally along the center. With a feeling like every one of her secrets was revealed, the blazing orb revealed itself to be a massive, burning eye of golden light.

Instantly, Asher could see the matriarch with perfect clarity. Even her head, which should have been buried deep in the earth, was visible and she could see the angry reptilian gathering superheated stone in her mouth. The spell gave Xavier and Andre just enough time to throw themselves backward before a stream of magma erupted from the earth and covered the ground where they had been standing.

Despite the warning, both were covered in heavy burns that had burned through Xaviers stone defense, let alone Andre’s bark armor. Asher only got a glance before the defensive spells began to reform, but it was enough to see melted flesh and even some exposed bone. Despite the terrible damage, they both let out barely more than a grunt and quickly prepared to re-engage as soon as the matriarch’s attack ended.

Powerful light emerged from each of the men and Sahar as the priestess closed her eyes and shouted, “Healing Light!”

Asher couldn’t allow herself to be distracted though. She didn’t know by what mechanism Sahar’s spell told her, but she knew when the monster’s attack would end. She also knew that would be an opportunity to attack the matriarch without the protection of her thick scales. Asher began charging a Lightning Bolt, knowing she couldn’t let such an opportunity pass. Veronika did the same beside her, creating an even larger ice spear that seemed to radiate the cold of a winter night deep in the tundra.

Then she had an idea.

“Veronika, let me see your spear!”

Without waiting for a response, she ran in front of the intimidating weapon. As she approached, Asher silently outlined her plan to Bob in the enhanced mental speed of Overcharge.

Hoping for an affirmative response, she telepathically asked “Will it work Bob?”

His silent response came back immediately, “Yes, mistress. If Veronika is, indeed, using Ice Spear-”

She tuned the rest of what Bob said out. She felt a little bad about it, but knew time was of the essence. She reached forward to touch the head of the spear, ignoring Veronika’s shout of warning, and winced in pain as the cold instantly bit deep into her hand. Despite that, she forced herself to remain in contact and cast her second Intermediate spell.

As she fed her mana into the frozen construct, she began to debate in her head. The lava from the monster was slowing down, but she still had time. She could continue to feed mana into the spell. But how much was too much? Could she end it all in one hit if she dumped all her mana into this? Or would that just leave her manaless and useless for the rest of the fight?

In the end, the time she spent debating made her decision for her. The Matriarch's attack was quickly coming to an end and she was out of time. She had put a lot of mana into the spell, but only maybe a quarter of what she could have. Backing away, she nodded to Veronika and let the woman know she was good to go.

Without giving her a second glance, Veronika immediately prepared to throw the spear. They both knew that Ashers had, which she had long ago lost feeling of, must be in bad shape. Despite that, the other woman couldn’t waste the opportunity that Xavier, Andre, and now Asher had suffered to give her.

Moments before the matriarch ceased spewing magma, Veronika flung the spear with all the strength her arms and magic could manage. It was perfectly timed, entering the beast’s mouth just as the melted rock previously protecting it disappeared. The Spear stabbed into the roof of their enemy’s mouth, melting as it came in contact with the thing’s flesh.

At the same time, even the monsters superheated body could not protect it from Veronika’s magic. Ice quickly spread from the wound they had inflicted and froze the things mouth shut. The final result was something like a crystal muzzle, forcing the beasts mouth shut.

Then the Electropulse Enchantment activated. Trapped inside an enclosed space, the spells power was concentrated far beyond what would normally be possible. With a scream, the beast’s body froze while lighting ravaged its nerves. Sparks ran along its face and arcing burn scars began to creep out of its mouth, growing like some kind of parasitic vine expanding beneath the skin. One eye boiled and burst.

Then the creature collapsed.

If it wasn’t for Sahar’s spell, Asher would have thought they had won. Instead, she could feel that the creature was still alive. It wasn’t even as hurt as the visible wounds would imply, just stunned. And very unhappy.

Veronika immediately bombarded the thing with a rain of small icicles. The individual attacks were significantly less damaging than her earlier attacks, but a crust of ice quickly began to grow over the monster and she could feel frostbite beginning to dig its way into the creature’s flesh. Meanwhile, Sahar took the brief calm to begin throwing orbs of light at the rest of the team.

The burning pain that occurred when she was hit with the orb was what made Asher finally look at her hand. A golden glow was slowly marching across blackened flesh and replacing it with healthy, pink skin. The pain of the healing was intense, and she couldn’t help but let out a groan.

“Sorry dear,” came Sahar’s calm response. “I am having to replace the area wholesale, and the new nerves can be raw. Especially with all those microscopic ice crystals from the still frostbitten bits poking them.”

Biting back her pain, she quickly called back, “No problem Sahar. No point complaining about what has to be done. Sorry everyone, if I’d put a bit more mana into that spell, we’d be done by now.”

Veronika shot her a look, giving Asher as much concentration as she could without relenting in her spell casting. “Not your fault. None of us knew how much that spell would hurt it. Better to save some mana for if it didn’t work.”

“She’s right dear.” Sahar began speaking more quickly as the matriarch began to struggle against the foot thick sheet of ice Veronika had built up. “Let’s see how smart this thing is. Andre, Xavier, try to bait that big breath attack out of her again. Failing that, try to force its mouth open. If we can manage either, Veronika and Asher can finish this fight.”

All she got in return was a grunt from Xavier and a boisterous laugh from Andre before they went charging back toward the monster. As they approached, the party watched the Certilia’s scales begin to glow cherry red. The two got there just in time for the ice shell to explode outward, blown away by the pressurized steam being produced beneath.

The beast bellowed out, in a combination of rage and fear, before it began slowly attempting to back up. Instantly the party knew it was trying to retreat into the lava, escaping from its attackers. From there, it could freely attack them with its breath or attempt hit and run strikes. Something that their team was not prepared to deal with.

Andre flung his whip forward, wrapping it around the creature’s forepaw. From there, he threw it to Xavier who immediately plunged the hand holding it underground. When he pulled the hand back out, the handle of the whip remained below and tether the monster. In an attempt to reinforce the weapon, Andre wrapped the whip in roots that quickly quintupled the tether’s thickness. He then pulled an axe from his belt and continued the charge.

Xavier’s, meanwhile, had reached the matriarch. Along the way, he had again applied the growth spell to his armor and by the time he reached her towered head and shoulders above the massive monster. Grabbing the beast’s neck under his armpit, he planted his feet and began attempting to drag her away from safety. The beast’s massive front claws proved highly effective at ripping chunks from Xavier’s armor, but they never found the man himself within and the rends quickly closed back up.

Andre approached the matriarch’s grappled head and began attempting to force her mouth open. Even at his impressive size, he was only maybe twice as big as her head and found himself struggling immensely against the monster’s jaw strength. Then she attempted to bit him.

Instead of entirely retreating, Andre stuck his arm in her mouth. Right as Asher was crying out in fear and confusion, his bracer rapidly expanded. Within moments, a pillar of wood was forcing the monster’s jaws apart. Despite that, cracks were quickly appearing in the pillar while the edges were smoldering. Andre, seeing his predicament, removed his arm from the wood and backed away as the matriarch forced her mouth shut and shattered the pillar into kindling.

With a twist and yank of her head, along with a second application of her scale heating spell, the Matriarch pulled her head out from Xavier’s grip. She then chomped onto the arm of the giant, armored form and used a superheated claw to cut it off. The monster then turned her head and lunged toward the arm.

Seeing the danger, Xavier ejected himself from the back of his giant form. He was much reduced in size, being only twice as tall as his normal self, but Asher could tell that he wouldn’t have been able to maintain that giant size much longer anyway. It was much to draining, and made him to easy of a target for the matriarch.

Xavier had been careful when he exited the armor, leaving the massive hunk of stone precariously balanced. With the loss of mass from him exiting, the entire statue was left to crash down onto the matriarch and once more drag her to the ground. Capitalizing on the moment, Xavier began to sink the monster into the earth.

Andre called out to the rest of the team while the reptile was briefly distracted, “She’s not taking the bait! I don’t think she’s going to use the breath attack again even with both of us in front of her! We have to force her mouth open.”

Asher and Veronika could only continue to send in spells to support their teammates, doing their best to slowly whittle down their opponent. Neither had any spells that would be particularly helpful in tying up a monster like the matriarch. Nothing that could buy Andre and Xavier the freedom to force the monster’s mouth open without letting her simply retreat into the lava.

Then Sahar stepped into the melee.

Sensing she had a plan, Andre and Xavier immediately surged forward. Each grabbed hold of the monster and began aggressively burning Mana and Ki as they held the massive reptile in place. Andre grew four massive vines from the back of his armor, using them as extra limbs to tie down and grapple their enemy. Xavier created great stone chains and cuffs along the matriarch’s body. He linked the restraints to his hands while he sunk his feet into the ground and began hauling at his captive.

“A cage of one thousand lights. The banishment of one thousand nights. A ring to contain the beast. The might of the monster leashed.”

Xavier and Andre struggled to hold the Matriarch in place as Sahar chanted, taking powerful blows as to protect their teammate. With the completion of her spell, the woman’s weapon blazed like the sun and a halo floated above her head. Great wings of white light expanded behind her, spread wide as if to cover the sky. Then she struck the monster in a spearing lunge.

Instantly the wings folded forward and grew, wrapping around the Certilia Matriarch. The halo grew until it encompassed them both and a constant beam of light flowed from Sahar to the monster along the staff. With a sound halfway between a bell and a shattering mirror, the feathers fell away from the wings and floated into the sky above them.

Then they lanced downward in a rain of white.

As they fell, they transformed. Each one elongating into a great spear that pierced through the matriarch. When the spell finally ended, Asher realized that each one had pierced the, which was now a large white circle on the ground surrounding the monster. The result was a mass of light beams forming an hourglass shape with the matriarch pinned in place at the neck.

Despite apparently being speared through, as far as Asher could tell the spear had done no damage to their enemy. The spell was entirely meant to trap and contain, with no energy wasted on actually hurting the target. It would hold the thing in place, but even this spell couldn’t last forever.

“Asher, Veronika! Prepare your spell!” Turning toward Andre and Xavier, Sahar continued, “You two, get its mouth open! Now!”

Reacting quickly, Xavier retrieved Andre’s whip and threw it to him. Then he smashed his hammer into the monster’s nose, forcing the reptile’s mouth open for just a moment. In that instant, Andre cracked the whip between its jaws. He then flung himself onto the matriarch’s back and threw out a vine to catch the end of his whip before hauling backwards with all his might.

At the same time, Xavier gripped the monster’s jowls. Digging thick stone fingers between the gums and cheek, he grunted in effort while hauling downward. Realizing it wasn’t enough, he quickly began sinking himself into the earth. Each inch forcing their enemy’s lower jaw downward.

The matriarch wasn’t accommodating enough to simply let them do this. It couldn’t move, but its magic was still available. From what Asher could feel from the ring would prevent any spells the monster cast from leaving its border, but that didn’t protect the two men who were inside the barrier with it. Quickly the scales returned to cherry red, and then the heat of the scales went even further.

The edges of each scale began to melt into rivulets of superheated material that dripped down onto Xavier. Spikes erupted from the center of the scales and impaled Andre from below. Flames rose up from the newly opened gaps between the scales and began to lick against both men. The matriarch pumped more and more mana into her spells and the heat quickly began to cook them.

While Sahar worked to heal the men’s wounds and keep them alive, Asher and Veronika prepared their strike. Asher pumped every bit of mana she could without passing out into her Electropulse Enchantment while Veronika applied some kind of enchantment of her own to the spear’s head.

The result was something like a heavily stylized ballista bolt with two stacked rune on the head. The first, Veronika’s, looked something like a sideways S with circles at either end and a diagonal line crossing through it. A cloud of frost constantly poured from the glowing blue and white rune, granting the ice forged weapon a mystical property. Meanwhile, Asher’s glowing yellow-grey rune, the Sky’s Eye, caused a constant stream of sparks and static to run along the length of the frozen spear.

Veronika telekinetically lifted the weapon, unwilling to directly touch the thing and allow the lightning to jump to her. She took four steps back, and then charged forward. As she ran, Sahar paused her healing to cast a new spell in Veronika’s direction. The spell was a bolt of light that sank into Veronika’s skin before leaving her glowing faintly and creating a halo above her.

Veronika flung the spear.

With a silence that belied its power, the spear flew forward.

It struck the matriarch, who released a keening wail. Xavier and Andre leapt away, fleeing the golden ring as quickly as they could. Both were flung the last foot by a blast of heat erupting from the monster, but that wasn’t enough to save the matriarch.

The ice that grew from the monster’s mouth this time encased its entire head and even crept down her neck. The lightning followed the same paths it had before, growing them out into a tangle of black marks that worked their way down her neck.

On its quest to reach the ground as quickly as possible, the lightning passed right through the matriarch’s heart.

With a final shutter, the creature died. Its gruesome, impaled body a trophy to their victory.

Beside her Veronika collapsed, “Congrats on beating your first field boss kid.”

            

    
        Chapter 25: Changes

    
    
    
    
                My brothers and sisters, there is no need to feel only doom and gloom as we set out into this new adventure! Times will be strange and, at times, trying, but think of all the new and exciting things to come. The winds speak of change, but not ill-omened change. I read the clouds on the horizon and see my namesake. A sign that what is to come could be fair or stormy, and we must simply continue to observe. The tops of the cloud do not yet roil, perhaps we worry for not. – Letter from the Voice Cumulus.


When he saw the flicker of movement in the corner of his eye, Li instantly activated his armor to make space between himself and the unknown source. With a bare thought, he flung himself back ten feet before lightly landing. Having spun slightly during the movement in order to bring the location fully into sight, he now faced the massive scorpion that had unexpectedly appeared head on.

He never could have modulated the power quite as well in the spell’s old form of Titan’s Leap, but his new Intermediate spell, Force of the Colossus Armor, allowed him to easily and fluidly control how much power he put into any movement. The combination of his Giant’s Punch, Titan’s Leap, and Reinforcement Armor had resulted in something more powerful, and far more natural to use, than any of its components.

Space made between himself and the attacking monster, Li instantly pulled a half dozen mid-sized knives from the straps adorning his body. Each was a little large, and a little unwieldy, to be a conventional throwing knife, but they flew through the air as if wielded by invisible hands. The knives quickly formed a protective ring around him, moving in patterns he had created with the input of both Djimon and Ananya.

The reason for team tank’s input quickly became apparent as metal orbs flew in to accompany Li’s knives. Each was a solid lump of steel controlled by Ananya, who kept the majority of the metal placed between Li and the gigantic arachnid. The quickly worked in tandem with his weapons to create a near wall of metal between himself and the threat.

Ananya’s abilities with the technique were significantly more impressive than Li’s modest success. The woman easily had two or three dozen orbs in the air, only sparing a bare handful to protect Li while others were sent to guard each member of the party. This had not been the only scorpion to jump Wandering Horizons as they proceeded through this corridor.

Like the last time he had seen one of these monsters, the hallway was filled with a knee-deep layer of sand. Unlike that first time, however, there were far fewer traps. Instead, there were multiple areas where the sand was significantly deeper and, from what Li’s senses could tell, there were tunnels connecting into the deeper sand pits from other locations. Probably these things’ nests.

Running forward, Li hauled himself out of the sand and instead ran on thin force walls placed horizontally on the surface of the sand. The creations were far stronger than they had been in the past, now being an Intermediate Spell. He had ended up combining Force Wall and Force Shield, along with a handful of other beginner spells he had created with similar themes such as Force Dome and Force Barrier, to create the Intermediate Spell Force Construct. His creations could now take any shape they wanted and were significantly more durable. Especially when affecting himself.

As he charged, he flung one of his knives forward and struck the monstrous bug in on of the large eyes on the top of the body. The thing let out a sort of his screaming, similar to kettle boiling, and raised its claws defensively in front of its face. The remaining eye tracked him and he watched the tail sway back and forth, twitching slightly.

“Ananya, block the things tail for me!”

As he called out, he began restricting the creature’s movements by directly opposing them with force manipulation. His practice with that technique had eventually given rise to a debilitation spell called Oppositional Force. That spell had ended up being a component, along with Perfect Force Understanding and a handful of other minor variations he had managed to create, in his newly upgraded Greater Force Manipulation.

The additional understanding and insight, along with the greater power, the newly Intermediate spell provided, meant the monster was noticeably slower. That still wasn’t enough to fully stop the thick, heavily muscled tail from flinging toward him with a whole lot more speed than he could comfortably deal with.

That was where Ananya came in. Two of her orbs slammed together in front of the tail, quickly smoothing out into a large metal disk that stopped the strike cold. The tip of the stinger, just barely piercing through the floating shield, quickly found itself encased in metal and held in place.

Taking his opportunity as Li and Ananya combined their magic to yank the tail forward and down, Li leapt maybe a dozen feet off the ground and game crashing down toward the center of the scorpion’s body. As he fell, he drew his longest knife, really more of a small sword, and thrust it forward in a similar application to his old Giant’s Punch spell. A rune lit up of the weapon, a symbol that looked like one line splitting a second in two as it caved inward.

He smashed into the center of the monster’s thick exoskeleton, which held for barely a moment before shattering as the rune’s glow momentarily intensified. The sound of breaking through was like a wooden beam buckling under two much weight. A sort of cracking, tearing sound as the powerful defense gave way to his inexorable attack. Viscous, mucus-like green goo covered him as he smashed through like a wrecking ball while around him the creature gave a final shudder and went still.

He left the corpse of the monster just in time to see Norah laughing gleefully as a wave of vines overtook three of the monsters, tying them down and leaving them helpless. A smaller growth of vines appeared behind her before she used them to fling herself toward a fourth scorpion and grab it by the tail before the monster or Li knew what was happening. Swinging the unfortunate monster by its tail, she weaponized the creature as a living flail that she used to beat the other three to death.

Ananya, fully decked out in floating plates of interlocking metal that left her locking not unlike an iron maiden, had interposed herself between a half dozen of the creatures and Emiko. The monsters tried their best to sting her, only to find plate after plate of steel blocking them. Any attempt to approach was swiftly driven back by a heft ingot of steel smashing into their guarding claws. More and more steel seemed to pour from the small leather back pack she wore, creating an ever-escalating metallic defense.

Right up until all the metal dropped to the ground. At that moment, Emiko blazed with blue flame for a mere moment before firing a beam of flame directly at the furthest left of the creatures. The thing burnt up like a child burning aunts with a magnifying glass, instantly crisping and curling up on itself. Emiko swept the beam right, catching the rest of the group in the flames and leaving them in the same state.

Towards the front of the party, Kai thrust his sword forward and created a similar, if smaller, beam of flame. The beam extended his thrust be a few feet, driving deep into the flesh of a scorpion large even in comparison to its kin. The thing had two tails, and was perhaps twice again as large as the rest.

Kai was a blur, swinging his large bastard sword two handed as he met the ferocious assault of the thing’s twin tails. The fight left burning lines in Li’s vision as the white-hot edge of the other man’s blade swung through the air. The man’s swordsmanship was poetry in motion, easily finding openings to slash and stab into the creature while each parry left crisped and burned carapace on the monster.

In mere moments, Kai found the final opening he needed. With a small spin of the blade, one of the monster’s stingers was loped off and a deep gouge was slashed through both of the eyes on the things back. Blinded to anything about head level and with a full half of its true offensive potential lost, it was only a few more clashes before Kai’s weapon was driven hilt deep into the scorpion’s throat.

At around the same time, Djimon killed the last of the straggling things. Throughout the entire fight, he had been taking out any that tried to sneak around or attack individually. The ones that continued to hide in the sand and wait for an opportune moment. Thanks to his work, Ananya had not needed to defend anyone from an unexpected strike from the rear.

Wiping down his blade, Kai called out to the group, “Good work everyone! Djimon, think there is any worth in checking out those tunnels?”

“I doubt it Kai. They are probably just lairs, not anything I would want to get mixed up in anyway. Any chance you can make out the defensive enchantments through all that sand Emiko?”

Giving the hooded figure an exasperated look, Emiko sarcastically responded, “Oh sure. I didn’t tell you, but I gained a perception power to see stone recently. Should be perfect for this! No, I damn well can’t make out any magic through four feet of sand.”

Li spoke up at that, “I uh, can’t really tell what it is, but I can definitely feel something down there. Feels, I don’t know, itchy?”

“I can feel quite a lot of life down there too,” Norah added. “I think Djimon is right. Just a number of lairs.”

Turning toward Li, Norah continued to speak, “Don’t mess with Dungeon Lairs Li. The magic the dungeon uses to grow the monsters at accelerated rates can have strange effects on non-Dungeon creatures. You’ll almost certainly experience incredibly complex biological deviations and intense pain. You’ll also probably be swarmed by ravenous baby monsters and have to deal with numerous traps meant to keep the dungeon’s stock of monsters safe.”

“Wait, are you saying I’ll get magical cancer if I go down there?”

“Does cancer mean uncontrollable flesh growths that have to be excised from the body as they starve the surrounding tissue for nutrients in order to create pointless mass?” Norah questioned.

“That sounds about right. We call them tumors where I come from.”

“Then yes, going in there will probably give you magical cancer.”

Li shuddered at the thought. Once was enough when it came to deadly disease. He was quite fine leaving the comparatively innocent, new generation of monsters to grow up and coming looking for victims before he killed them. At least in someplace like this where anyone entering would know the danger beforehand.

#

Li dodged the right hook coming toward his face by ducking under the arm and springing upward behind Norah. He tried to send a punch toward her side as he passed, but was forced to dodge to the side as she attempted to hip check him. Their spars had been getting longer, but that was only because Norah had continued to hold back to about the same point she had been at the beginning.

“Good job. You’ve been picking up the Thousand Eyes technique very well! Have you decided what you would like to add to your fighting style next?”

Both Norah and Ananya practiced fighting styles that employed controlling a large number of smaller spells at once. Because of that, the core technique of their fighting styles was the same. The Thousand Eyes technique was meant to allow one to, over time, split their attention and mana control across multiple thread. Norah had seen what Li had been attempting with his daggers, and had started training him in the technique long before they ever explained fighting styles to him.

Now, though, he needed to decide what other core technique or underlying philosophy would drive his style as he continued to practice it. Norah employed a style, called the Inescapable Swamp Style, that focused on constricting the enemy. The style slowly reduced their number of options as the fight continued until they were helpless. By comparison, Kai and Emiko practiced something called the Raging Bull Style. The style focused on an overwhelming offensive that crashed its way through any opposition.

Apparently, Kai and Norah had each originally practiced the other’s style. The two had swapped when they realized that the other’s style helped balance out their natural inclinations to be either too reactionary, in Kai’s case, or too direct in Norah’s. The switch had helped them balance themselves and made each far more dangerous than before. Because of that, Norah had suggested Li think about doing the same when deciding on a style.

Besides those two, Ananya and Djimon employed their own unique styles. Ananya’s Thousand Scales style focused on two things. Splitting attention and increasing perception. This was eased by her Third Eye mental enhancement, a skill that seemed to slow the world around her by drastically increasing her processing speed. The core of her style, though, was the skills that allowed her to observe and intercept opponents in a moment.

Djimon’s style, Fleeting Shadows, focused on speed and stealth. It employed techniques meant to speed up and quiet his spell casting, making them less noticeable and faster at the cost of some power. His style also employed physical exercises meant to increase his flexibility and reaction speed. He focused on quickly subduing a single target by striking quickly from unexpected angles.

“I’ve been thinking about it. And about what you said. My perception powers are already trained to a pretty decent point. They aren’t anywhere near Ananya’s, obviously, but I am not planning on focusing on an entire battlefield at once. My abilities are short range and my focus should be the targets immediately in front of me. I don’t have the powers to easily affect beyond that range.”

Norah nodded, agreeing with him. “Good. I thought I might have to beat some sense into you because you only saw the surface similarities between your and her abilities. Or you had decided to take the easy way out, and just poorly emulate someone else.”

“Of course not Norah. I’ve also decided against following your style. Maybe in the future I can explore similar options, but right now my spells don’t have the oomph they need to emulate your approach. I’d just be letting enemies siphon away my mana pool.”

“It would be good for you to choose a more offensive style anyway. You already sit back and wait too much in my opinion. Like Kai, you need something to give you that blood thirsty edge.” She grinned as she said it, showing off her rows of vicious teeth.

“Yeah. I was thinking of learning the techniques to chain attacks into a continuous offensive from the Charging Bull style. I think just that would be a waste though. My magic provides me a lot of mobility and unconventional angles of attack. Instead of learning the techniques for concentrating spell power, I was thinking of doing the flexibility training and learning the techniques for identifying weak points from Djimon’s style.

“There’s another reason for my hesitance to commit to Kai’s approach. My magic is a lot more efficient when it is affecting me, which means I can get a lot more out of reinforcing myself instead of trying to directly overpower enemies with it. And Kai’s style seems to focus a lot on pitting his magical power directly against his opponents.”

Norah gave him a look for a moment. “You make a good point. You also pointed out a known weakness of Ancient type magics.”

“Really? I’ve never really looked into the differences between different magic types before.”

“Ah, I suppose it hasn’t come up much. The short explanation is that Ancient Magic sacrifices specificity for a more general realm of power. That lack of specificity often means Ancient Magic will lose out in a direct contest of spells, but will display far greater power when applied more widely. The best example I can think of would be Heat Magic vs Fire Magic. No single spell from a Heat Mage is going to be able to directly clash with a Fireball and come out on top. Unlike a fire mage though, a Heat Mage doesn’t need the intermediary of Fire to cause damage. Instead of using fire to burn something down, a heat mage can simply touch it and cause the object to reach its flash point. They can also more easily apply their magic over a wide area and the magic itself is less noticeable since it feels much closer to Natural Mana.

“But we have gotten off track. I think your plan is a good one. It will push you to take a more active roll in fights, while still playing to your strengths of pattern recognition and exploiting weaknesses. It will also help you avoid your weakness, which is extended, direct confrontation. Have you decided what to call this style?”

“Not yet. I’ll have to think about it.”

#

Li poked his arm, running his finger along the grooves between the muscles. He was still surprised every time he saw himself in a mirror. He wasn’t on the level of a body builder by any means, but it was still strange to look at himself and not see a gaunt, emaciated body that looked six years younger than his actual age.

He looked like the kind of people that ran marathon’s during the summer now. Fit, toned, and just plain healthy. If you forgot about his too pail skin.

It didn’t matter how much time he spent in the sun every day, he remained ghostly white. The kind of white that was maybe one shade away from being able to see the bones beneath his skin. At least he wasn’t getting sunburns anymore. When he had first shown up, he had been a red and pink peeling mess until Norah got to him.

It was something he hadn’t experienced in over a decade. Being able to trust his body to not just fail him at any given moment. Not just to not fail, but to succeed! To let him run and jump and simply live. It was a joy he never got past. And one that came up more and more as his desperate struggle for survival faded further and further from his mind.

And all of that was before he opened his first Ki Channel.

It was amazing, to be able to feel the sheer power in his muscles after so long of barely being able to get from the bed to the bathroom. To wake up and not feel tingling in his hands and feet as his body told him his heart was failing him. To instead feel it pounding away in his chest, propelling him through acrobatic motions he could never have believed himself capable of.

It was perhaps the greatest gift this second life had given him. Even including his magic. Together though, it meant he was finally free of the prison that had been his body. Free to live, grow, and be himself. Free to make his mark! It was a chance he wouldn’t let go of.

With one last look at himself, his real self - the self not ravaged by sickness, he turned away from the mirror and left the bathing tent the group had set up. He had friends that were waiting on him.

#

“That fight today was strange Norah. We both know it. That nest was F+, maybe even E- rank. And they were just a random encounter, not an area boss or anything. At least as far as I could tell. That should not be happening out here.”

“You’re right Kai. It was definitely harder than it should have been. Nothing we can’t handle, at least not right now, but how dangerous do you think the mountain itself will be?”

“You’d have a better idea of that than me. This falls into the group of things where we listen to your feelings.”

The two were sitting next to the campfire, whispering conspiratorially. Norah had taken first watch and they had waited for the others to fall asleep before discussing the situation. The five of them, six now really, were a team. But Norah and Kai would always be the leaders of their little family, both because they were the most powerful and because they had the most experience. That responsibility meant sometimes they made decisions without the rest of the group.

Because Norah knew she wouldn’t be able to live with herself if something happened to her pups.

“I don’t like it, Kai. We have a job to do though, and it isn’t like we can’t just leave. If we don’t do it, some idiot party of newbie E- rankers will attempt it to prove themselves. And even if the difficulty is exactly the same as it should be, we both know what will happen to them.”

“Mmm.” The man grumbled, clearly torn on the matter, “You are not wrong. But our first priority is the party. Still, like you said. We have not run into anything we cannot handle yet. And it does not feel right to abandon a job halfway through without a better reason.”

“The Society would probably ding us for that. Living comes first, but protecting the party’s reputation is important. Reputation is what keeps the jobs coming in and food on the table.”

They both sat in silence for a little while after that. Neither liked the situation, but they also were unable to think of a way out. Kai debated favors he could call in. Higher rank parties he might be able to convince to come and do the job. Norah brainstormed ways to get out of the contract while still keeping the local adventurers safe. Then they came to a decision.

“Nobody else will get here in anything approaching a reasonable time frame,” Kai said. “We took a job and we do not yet have enough evidence of danger to abandon it. For now, we continue to gather evidence about the exterior section of the dungeon. Fight the lesser monsters and look for other areas that have increased in danger like the scorpion nest today.”

Norah took over when he stopped, “As long as the increase in danger isn’t too great, we fight the Dungeon’s mid-point boss. The Mountain Gatekeeper. If he hasn’t increased in difficulty, we continue into the mountain while being prepared to escape the moment things feel even a little more dangerous than they should be.”

“If it has increased in difficulty, we leave immediately. No arguments, no questions asked.”

“I think it’s the best we can do Kai.”

“Mmph”

#

Li fed a little more of his new Ki pool into his armor, still learning the new energy requirements his Armor of the Collosus Ki Art. The difference was hard to exactly pin down, but it wasn’t dissimilar to changing from a four-speed bike to a ten-speed. It wasn’t that the maximum output was greater, but the range of outputs he could choose from had gone up. That meant he could be a lot more efficient about how he used the power, if requiring more conscious control to get that efficiency.

He wasn’t sure if it was the similarity in his armor to how using Ki naturally worked in in the body or if he was just lucky, but transforming the Spell into an Art had been an almost entirely positive change. His armor was naturally inclined towards long term versus short term use, so the usual Armor Art weakness of faster resource expenditure hadn’t really been an issue. He had definitely noticed the decrease in Ki regeneration, but it wasn’t enough to truly be an issue in most cases.

Especially with the other thing he was currently practicing.

When Kai had seen Li’s basic meditation skill, he had been quick to change things. According to him, an appropriate refined meditation skill was an important cornerstone for any successful adventurer. With the right training, a meditation skill could close the gaps in an adventurer’s skill collection and let them consistently display their maximum potential.

The meditation technique Kai had chosen for Li was one generally considered niche. It was called the Rivers and Rain Meditation Style and most people would have said the effects weren’t worth the effort. Fortunately, the training for his Fighting Style meant he already had a solid foundation for using this particular Meditation Style.

The difference between Rivers and Rain Meditation Style and almost every other style was that it was meant to be used continuously. That meant it was a comparatively simplistic technique, but one that required constant attention. Something that his multi-tasking training helped with significantly.

Meant to prolong his endurance in a fight rather than recuperate afterwards, the style came with significant downsides. While it would noticeably increase his Ki and Mana regeneration, that increase would be nowhere near the levels of most Meditation Styles. The style also wouldn’t actually provide him with Evolution Points. For that he would have to continue to use the basic Meditation Style. At least until he had this one mastered well enough to combine it with some other technique.

Even with the heads start though, using the meditation style was tricky. It was easily more complicated than floating a dagger or other object, and he had been forced back down to only five flying daggers if he wanted to use both at once. Even fewer if he wanted to control his armor at the same time. Using an Art and a Spell at the same time just complicated matters even more. With everything at once he was lucky if he was able to float three daggers and get the most out of both his meditation and armor.

Which was why he had been forced back to the beginning.

Like when he first started training his magic with Norah, she would throw objects at him that he needed to levitate in the air until she told him to stop. Now, though, he also had to touch symbols on the ground with whatever limb she called out while maintaining the levitation and meditation. Since he was only allowed one movement to touch the symbol, he had to perfectly control the armor.

All told, it was something like magical Twister. Especially once Norah started adding in calls for him to touch multiple symbols at once, pushing his flexibility training with Djimon to the limit as he was forced to contort to manage.

#

As time passed, the difficulty continued to increase. He started having to disarm live traps set up by Djimon and Emiko while he practiced. Or instead of playing Twister Norah would have him fighting a monster as she threw things for him to levitate. Sometimes Ananya would be brought along to intercept him with her flying metal, or he would be forced to dodge blasts of fire and grasping vinces.

Soon he had matched his old limits, and then surpassed them. Where when they have first met Norah would have said he on the border between F and F+ rank, she now considered him solidly in the F+ tier. Almost none of the monsters they found as they wandered around the Labyrinth cataloguing well known hunting grounds and locations could still be considered a match for him.

He even got a chance to fight another Golem Warlord, this one a nimble creature that leapt from column to column while firing arrows at Li as he slogged through the lesser golems. The fight was slow, but he never once felt the same desperate pressure the first one had pushed him to. He felt in control and fully capable of defeating his opponent, neither over- nor under- estimating them.

It had been a little disappointing, but understandable, when his rewards from the second warlord were significantly less impressive. He had still gotten something worthwhile for defeating a Field Boss though. A charm called Stonehawk’s Eye.

The charm essentially allowed the wearer to use it as a magical telescope. Instead of seeing physical things though, the charm would pick out traces of Mana, Ki, and other energies. Rather than keep it for himself, he had traded it to Djimon for a small satchel of coins. He would have given it to his teammate for free, but the man had insisted on at least paying him for it.

#

“I think he’s ready Kai. Yesterday he was able to regularly maintain ten flying objects with no loss of control over his armor or meditation style. Even in battle, he should be able to manage five or six with no difficulty.”

Once again Norah and Kai were having one of their late-night strategy meetings. They had started having them more often after that first strange encounter with the scorpion nest. Still, even with the evidence of greater danger in Archimedes’ Labyrinth continuing to grow the two’s mood had been improving.

They had gone in expecting it after all. That was the entire reason they had been given the mission. There had been some worry that after experiencing the danger first hand and realizing just how much of a step up it had been, but lately the two were starting to think things weren’t as bad as they had originally feared. Maybe one in twenty monsters or traps was noticeably more dangerous, and of those the majority were only moderately so. There had only been two or three other things that could match the Two Tailed Gorgon Scorpion for danger.

“Good. It was time we started making a real push for the mountain anyway. There is still one more location I want to check before we head in though.”

Norah gave Kai a curious glance at that, “Oh? We’ve hit most of the locations know for being particularly dangerous. We missed out on seeing the first of the two Warlords on this side, but if Li beat the thing before we met him it must not have increased in difficulty. He’s good, but I wouldn’t have given him better than one in twenty odds if the difficulty had remained unchanged. Let alone if it had gotten harder.”

“I agree. We have observed everywhere known for being difficult. I want to get the opinions of some of our juniors who frequent the less dangerous areas. There are too many of those locations for us to check everything ourselves, and individuals closer to those monster’s levels will be more aware of minor changes in danger.”

“Ahhh, are you thinking of heading to the Great Oasis?”

“That is exactly what I am thinking. I know the Guild Branch said they already interviewed a number of the local adventurers, but you know what my family always says about Guild information.”

“It is better than nothing, but can’t compare to the knowledge you gather yourself. Never completely trust any information you haven’t double checked with multiple sources and, where-ever possibly, verified yourself. Yes, yes, you’ve quite thoroughly driven it into all our heads.”

Kai softly laughed at Norah’s exasperated tone. “We all have our idiosyncrasies. I will not apologize for being so insistent on following my family’s teachings. It’s the only thing that keeps you from becoming completely uncontrollable when you get a feeling.”

Sobering up, the man continued. “Besides, I want to see what your gut tells you about the local crowd…”

Picking up on the faint hint of worry in his voice, Norah asked him, “What’s the matter? Do you have a bad feeling about something?”

“It is probably nothing. Just…”

“Go on. Anything you have knocking around in that thick skull of yours is worth sharing.”

Smiling slightly, he replied, “If my skull is thick, yours must be a brick wall.”

Returning to seriousness he continued, “Do you not think it is a bit strange we have not run in to anyone out here? I know the popularity was waning with the danger warnings and the increase in injuries, but it shouldn’t be this empty should it?”

#

Elsewhere in the dungeon, the soft rustling of palm tree fronds blown by gentle winds filled a large clearing. Light waves from a mid-sized lake lapped against the nearby shore. The soft cracks of a flapping pieces of fabric caught in the wind occasionally startled the nearby water fowl as they picked between the shore’s pebbles for scraps.

Other birds let out raucous cries as they descended upon the camp, fighting for anything that might be food. A few of the songbirds swooped in to steal shiny objects that caught their eyes winging away to decorate their nests with their ill-gotten gains. One particularly large crow-like bird let out a grumbling laugh as it alighted on a table full of minorly enchanted jewelry.

The big black bird flapped its wings, performing something halfway between flight and a jump to land on its new favorite perch. A long stone branch like thing that ended in five little twigs. The branch protruded from a strange tree, sticking out overtop the table where the creature could examine its newfound fortune of stone baubles. The bird had seen when the thing froze like this.

It had been sweeping the branch thing out over its horde when suddenly it stopped. The entire once living, now stone thing had frozen in place and not moved. It had stayed like that for three days before the bird was willing to approach, too entranced by the soft call of energy from the beautiful pebbles to worry about the thing moving again. Trying to smack it away like the once alive thing had done so many times before.

Hidden away in cellars beneath the few permanent residences, rattling breaths filled the underground spaces. Barely contained sobs and pained gasps broke the near silence, quickly silenced with glares from gaunt faces and harsh shushing sounds. The occasional child tried to speak. Tried to call for missing family or ask to go outside, only to be immediately quieted. Appeased with some of the small amount of remaining food.

In the middle of the camp, a great mass of flesh rose and fell. Deep, rumbling snores filled the immediate surroundings. Those noise was so deep, so primal, that anything approaching would almost expect the pebbles on the ground to be bouncing at the sound. In its dreams, the thing chased the two legs that had filled this place. Eating to its hearts content.

Great paws flailed at the air as it dreamed of running, prowling, and leaping. A long, barbed tongue with a fork at the end escaped slathering jowls for a mere moment as it licked the long, pointed canines protruding from its lips. A long tail lightly drug across the ground, moving in anticipation of the hunt filling its dreams.

            

    
        Chapter 26: Bridges

    
    
    
    
                I agree with Cumulus. It seems to me as likely as not that the winds bring in clean, spring rains to reinvigorate our lands. A sign of the growth that is to come. Some lesser nations may be lost, but it is my opinion that when the winds left and the storm has passed we will find ourselves in a green land of opportunity. We should be as prepared for that eventuality as we are for one of chaos and strife. – Letter from the Voice Stratocumulus


Over the following weeks, Asher experienced something she had only barely touched on during her time in The Blighted Basin. Wonder. When it wasn’t trying to kill her, the volcanic death pit could be absolutely beautiful.

Her first awe inspiring experience with the dungeon occurred barely a day after they had defeated the Certilia Matriarch and headed out onto the lake. At the time, Asher had been sweaty, tired, and overall exhausted. The pure heat in the dungeon had easily increased another ten or even fifteen degrees as they had headed out onto the lake, putting the temperature easily into dangerous heights. Sahar had been militant in her instructions for the team to avoid heat stroke, dehydration, or other exposure dangers.

Then they had come across something absolutely incredible. Something unlike anything in her old life.

A massive flow of lava falling down a semi-circular cliff like a burning waterfall. Even more impressive were a number of giant black and brown fish that were climbing the waterfall. The coloration made them hard to spot until they took a massive great leap upward, erupting from the molten rock in a display that left their scales glistening and reflecting the orange glow. Each fish had four massive, wing-like fins along the sides of their long, thin bodies, causing them to almost look like they flew through the air after their jump. The leap would culminate with a splash far smaller than Asher would have expected and the fish gripping onto the rock with a massive sucker around their mouth, similar to a pleco.

 Far below, a large number of the strange fish could be seen surfacing in a large basin. Large, hermit crab like creatures covered the rock where the lava did not flow, carefully using their pincers to take nibbles from the plants that grew horizontally out of the cliff face. The plants almost looked like aloe vera if not for the giant pink and white flowers reminiscent of bleeding hearts that sat at the very tip of each leaf.

Like some kind of fountain, spouts of lava shot out of the surface of the pool at the base of the falls curtesy of a number of eel like creatures that also called the area home. Each was easily thirty feet long, only seeming so small from their vantage at the top of the falls, and seemed incredibly playful. They would take turns chasing and blasting each other with sprays of lava, before quickly fleeing when their “prey” chose to turn the tables. Their actions almost reminded Asher of otters back home and she couldn’t help but smile.

Unfortunately, the team had been unable to find a safe route to descend down into the pit in the lava lake, and had eventually been forced to move on. Their departure had been far more joyful than their arrival however. It had also, thankfully, not been the last of the wonders the dungeon had in store for them.

Later they had discovered a section of the dungeon with massive growths of basalt columns. Each hexagonal pillar was in close contact with its neighbors, similar to the Giant’s Causeway back home, and Xavier had fallen in absolute love with the area. He had claimed it was an inspiration and he could not wait to build something similar into one of his house designs.

They had ended up spending almost an entire day exploring the maybe half mile long stretch of gently rising and falling stone staircases while Xavier worked on recreating the natural formation process with his magic. Asher had asked why he didn’t simply make each column individually to have the man tell her it just didn’t feel right and he wanted the final result to be like it had occurred naturally. She hadn’t really understood, but had eventually simply chalked it up to his artistic aesthetic. In the end he had discovered that by carefully managing a rapid cooling process of molten rock, he could achieve the results he wanted. He had then used the process to create a number of statues similar to one of those old pin art toys from Asher’s childhood, if far more detailed.

Andre had loved a small section of almost jungle like plant growth that had grown thick and happy using the large amount of volcanic soil deposited in the area. While everyone else complained about the semi-carnivorous plant life that filled the undergrowth like living bear traps, he had been climbing through the branches and excitedly taking samples of the wood. Apparently, the man’s magic allowed him to easily grow trees from small cuttings and keep the cuttings viable far longer than normal. He was planning to add some of these to his small tree garden back home, and was excited to use several of the species in his wood working.

Asher had already caught him whittling a number of incredibly detailed figures from the material in the days since. A Certilia rearing up to his and claw with its front pair of legs. One of the fish from the lava falls in mid-flight. A Blazehorn Deer lowering its head in preparation to charge. He had even given her one, a tiny figurine of Sahar as she charged forward to use her final spell during their fight with the matriarch.

Balam, the near silent member of Green Dawn, had been less enthused by the jungle. Apparently, he had had quite enough of dealing with dangerous forests filled with things that wanted to eat him growing up. Even if his magic was well suited for such a terrain, he was quite happy to leave the area behind. His favorite spot had, instead, been a massive underground complex they had been forced to descend into during their third week.

The cave system, which was located below the lava lake as far as Xavier had been able to tell, was filled with volcanic glass in various hews of green and blue. Most of it was near translucent and easily created something like an invisible maze of pillars and boulders. The formations were beautiful and almost looked carved rather than naturally occurring. If you could really count anything in a dungeon as naturally occurring, which seemed debatable.

Balam had enjoyed the massive number of hidden pathways and ledges scattered throughout the area, providing plenty of locations for him to skulk about in and scout the surroundings. He had also found the strange interweaving paths of light and shadow, produced courtesy of a number of special crystals that helped focus and guide the light from outside the cave and various “windows” out into the lava, incredibly effective for practicing his stealth abilities. The small rainbows of ever-shifting illumination were the second most mesmerizing part of the caverns.

By far and away, the most mesmerizing had been the Cinderglow Anisodrach. The creatures were massive, more akin to earth’s ancient dragon flies with wings (which they had four paired sets of) maybe sixteen inches long. Faced head on, the wings made an “X” shape, and seemed to replace their legs. Additionally, the mesmerizing insectoids glowed like living sparks. It wasn’t just their orange and red coloration either, small flames danced up and down their bodies and rolled across their wings like waves.

They seemed to sleep like bats, using a small earwig like pincer to latch themselves to stalactites and letting the flames covering them die down to mere sparks. Each day at dawn and dusk however, they would drop down into the air and ignite in a riot of color. While most were the more standard colors of flame, some burned green, blue, or violet and their glow would be picked up and scattered by the surrounding volcanic glass into every color of the rainbow.

It was almost like a massive, living disco flame that would fly through the cave system looking for small creatures to hunt. And every time it happened Asher couldn’t help but gasp in wonder at something she never could have imagined in her old life. The rest of Green Dawn had been almost enraptured as her, claiming that this was a true dungeon wonder. In the end, Andre and Xavier had worked together to create small talismans from chunks of the volcanic glass and handed them out to the rest of the party as a remembrance of their three days spent navigating the cave system.

Asher’s absolute favorite, though, had to be the geysers.

To any other party it would have been a deadly, if beautiful, trap. A mass of hyper heated, pressurized steam that could erupt at any moment to deliver deadly scalds to any uncovered part of the body. The water would then be suspended in the air as mist that, while not fatal, could easily inflict first or second degree burns before eventually descending into crystal clear puddles. Puddles that remained near perfectly transparent because they were too hot for most things to survive in. Most teams, however, didn’t have Veronika.

Veronika was an Ice Mage who had long ago learned magic specifically meant to stabilize the temperature in her surroundings. Usually that meant heating up the ice and snow around her to just under freezing temperature to turn an otherwise biting winter day into merely cold. Here, it meant freezing enough of the suspended water to make the temperature easily survivable and reduce the pressure in nearby geysers.

This created a wonderland of suspended rainbows, mist, and beautiful ponds filled with growths of bismuth. A place that only Green Dawn could truly appreciate the wonder of. Except for Sahar. She had hated how frizzy the heat and humidity made her hair. She let the rest of them have their fun though, refusing to ruin their experience due to her own gripes.

#

Despite all the beauty, there were plenty of struggles for the party as well. Deadly traps that could have melted the flesh from their bones. Monster made of living lava with small stone cores that had to have their mana exhausted or small, stone cores destroyed before they finally dissipated. Sections where the path was broken into small sections you had to leap between, all while some were solid and others were only a thin crust over the lava below. It was another one of these lethal obstacles that finally brought them to a stop almost five weeks later.

The path ahead was a stone bridge that rose almost forty feet above the surface of the lava. The sides were steep drops that lacked any kind of railing or other barrier, and the path itself was only ten feet across. Small boulders, maybe three feet tall at the most, protruded from the ground at various intervals. In any kind of normal situation, it would have been easy to avoid falling. Here, though, there was a trick that could easily lead to an unsuspecting adventurer plummeting to their doom.

The boulders were lava rock, filled with small holes like some kind of hive or sponge, and many, but not all, of them could spew a toxic cloud of burning ash. The cloud would cause each breathe to wrack the unfortunate victims with vicious pain while the heat quickly resulted in painful burns across any exposed surface. It would burn the oxygen out of their lungs and leave them gasping for air, block their vision, and leave the choking, agonized adventurer desperately flailing their way out of the cloud.

Quite possibly over the edge.

Green Dawn could have passed this obstacle in maybe half an hour. All of Asher’s companions had a way through this trap, and they could have easily continued on their way. Asher, however, did not. The journey had been beautiful, and it had been dangerous. This, though, was on a different scale. And Green Dawn had decided it was the perfect test to see what Asher had learned over her last month of being a real adventurer.

They had given her five days to pass the trap on her own. Without any of their help or any items from the shop. There was no penalty for failure. They would still continue on, though they might set up a similar test in the future. Despite that, Asher knew that she couldn’t allow herself to stumble here. This was a chance to prove that they hadn’t made a mistake in bringing her along, and she was not going to allow that opportunity to pass her by.

Before she had begun her attempts, Sahar, Veronika, and (to a lesser extent) Andre had worked together to ensure her safety. Sahar had an ability called Adaptive Barrier that allowed her to create a more adaptive defensive spell. It worked by being fed mana of other types that Sahar wanted to incorporate into the defense.

With the addition of Veronika’s temperature stabilization spell, the barrier had adapted to be particularly effective at protecting against heat. With one of Sahar’s purification spells, it would slowly purge poison from Asher’s body. Lastly, with one of Andre’s more obscure spells, the barrier would provide fresh oxygen to keep her from choking on the bitter ashes.

None were one hundred percent effective, and setting off the trap would be a far from pleasant experience.  The defensive spell and the ever-watchful eyes of Sahar and Veronika, however, meant she wasn’t in any mortal peril when she attempted the challenge. Which was a good thing, considering how often she failed.

Her first plan had been to scout out the locations of the various traps. Balam had been trying to teach her how to tell what was actually a natural forming crack and what was a dangerous trap off and on over the last week or so and Asher had believed herself to be decent at it. Decent, however, had not turned out to be good enough. She could routinely spot the third, maybe even fourth, trap, before finally succumbing to the bridge’s dangers.

Balam had an ability that vastly improved his sense of smell, helping him to easily determine what might have been tampered with. It even, apparently, would let him scent out the presence of concentrated magic. He claimed it smelled similar to licorice and cinnamon, but set your nose itching like pepper. Asher didn’t have anything similar, which meant she had to go for a more manual approach. A manual, time consuming approach that seemed to stretch on for-ev-er.

Of her many strengths, nobody could reasonably point to patience as a virtue of note. If it didn’t keep her mind or body engaged, which slowly spreading and sweeping various powders over the tenth suspicious crack tended to fail to do, she would quickly lose interest. Soon she would be thinking more about what was for lunch or some new way to use her spell and miss the telltale shifts from a calm blue goal to a deeper purple working its way toward the angry red of a full alert. By the time she noticed the change, she’d need to fling herself away before the powder set off a magical trigger.

You’d think the pain of traps backfiring would be enough to hold her attention, but you could only stay strung up for so long. Getting past four traps might not sound like a lot, especially on a bridge that had dozens if not a couple hundred, but Asher would need to test at least five or six cracks, indents, or other suspicious landmarks between each actual trigger. Add to that that each test would take three or four minutes, and that meant she would spend a good hour to hour and half working her way ten percent or so of the way onto the bridge before actually being forced to retreat.  

When the slow, methodical approach failed her, she had decided to attempt to simply memorize the traps. She threw clouds of the trap detection dust ahead of her, only keeping an eye out for the bright, angry red of the fully activated crushed crystals. Then she would quickly speed up her mind with Overcharge to determine both the trigger and the release point of the trap before quickly Thunderstepping backward.

The unfortunate thing about Thunderstep was that it would inevitably set off every trap in her surrounding. Given that, even after a month of practice with professional help, her maximum range with the spell was maybe thirty-five feet if she was willing to exhaust herself entirely, that was a loosing proposition for crossing the two-hundred-foot bridge. It was, however, enough to get her twice as far onto the bridge as she had made it with the more professional approach.

The bigger problem was that she couldn’t seem to keep track of which hole would spew toxic clouds of burning agony when she set off any given trigger. She had never been bad at pattern games growing up, but they hadn’t been her forte. She wasn’t able to accurately keep a clear picture in her mind. Even if she would swear the vaguely mushroom shaped section of stone set off the third rock on its left the previous attempt.

#

Far below, Balam had returned from one of his scouting trips. He was still in his jaguar form, though smaller than normal. Only as tall as Veronika’s knee.

“How long do you think it will take her to realize the triggers activate a series of traps, changing based off of which has an adequate build up of pressurized ash?” The ferocious, if miniature, feline growled softly.

Sahar laughed at that, “Not long I would wager. And then she’ll probably attempt something foolish dear. Don’t worry, Veronika and I will keep her safe.”

Balam didn’t respond to that. He simply rubbed against the Prasinatus woman’s calf before disappearing back out onto the various paths that interconnected at this bridge. He’d scout out maybe a mile of the next one before turning back. He wouldn’t want to miss Asher doing something outrageous and incredible. Somehow, he couldn’t imagine it failing. Even if Sahar says it will be something dumb, is it really dumb if it works?

#

Despite what they may have told her, the pause in their advancement had not entirely been about Asher when Green Dawn decided to pause at the bridge. Other members of the party had been having increasing difficulty as the temperature and inhospitality steadily increased. Something Andre was reflecting upon as he attempted, and failed, to even get the nearby Blechnaceae to put down deeper roots.

It wasn’t that the fern wouldn’t grow for him, it couldn’t. There simply wasn’t enough room to become what he needed. Additionally, it was always harder to get naturally small species of plants to produce the kind of root structures Andre was used to using in combat unless there were a lot of them. Unfortunately for him, not only was the average plant size decreasing as they advanced, the sparsity of the plant growth was as well.

 It seemed to reflect more natural volcanic environments as they went through the stages of growth following an eruption. Once the rock was broken down, it would become rich soil capable of supporting a large number of plants. He mentally corrected himself.  Capable of supporting anything that can survive the heat and lack of rain in this dungeon, at least.

That had actually been spoiling him. Despite their appearance, Cacti tended to have large root systems. The tall ones also often had a rather thick tap root that was especially good for his magic. And thanks to their adaptations to making the most out of little rain, they did very well around the outside of the dungeon.

Further in though, the rocks wouldn’t be broken down yet. As such, shrubs, ferns, and mosses became more prevalent. The smaller, fast-growing plants would have their seeds blown in on the wind from incredibly distances before quickly growing a fairly tiny root system that took the preexisting paths in the lava stone. They would work to break down the rock over generations and turn it into the dirt that supported everything else.

Not that that helps me now…

Andre had started off as a general plant mage, but had eventually evolved it into the Phytomancer class. From there he had eventually gained an Enhanced Mind power called Root Warden that had mutated it into the Rizamancer class. The effect was a decrease in the strength of his magic when focusing on plants in general, but a powerful buff when specifically manipulating the roots.

Usually that trade off was a no brainer, but it was situations like this were the negatives came back to bite him. Even his Roots of The Ancient Redwood enhancement spell couldn’t reinforce a root structure infinitely however. And not nearly enough to overcome the inherent weakness of the nearby plant’s roots, given that the enhancement was multiplicative rather than additive.

At any other time, this would be where he used one of the hundreds of types of seeds he carried in his Bark Armor to grow the kind of plants best suited to his magic. There were two problems with that approach however. The first was that while he had hundreds of seeds, he had to use at least one seed for each spell. His more powerful ones especially could consume twenty or thirty seeds in a single cast.

That might be a couple hundred spells, but if he was here for two more months would that be enough? He had to ration his resources. Anything to lighten the load on his non-renewable resources would go a long way to increasing his staying power in the coming fights.

The second problem was that the pathways they were taking were becoming less and less capable of supporting the kinds of root systems he was used to working with without breaking. Andre and Xavier had discovered, much to their chagrin, that they were not actually on a solid isthmus of rock. Instead, it was more like an ice floe frozen over the top of the lake.

And that sheet of solid rock had been thinning as they got deeper into the dungeon.

Not enough to represent a danger to anyone walking over the top, but enough to easily limit Xavier or another Earth Mage’s options. Or someone like Andre who didn’t manipulate the ground, but would inherently affect large amounts of it. Shattering the ground beneath the party’s feet would become a real risk if either of the two started using their biggest spells.

An alternative approach was needed, which was what had brought him back to the ferns in the area. He had been hoping to take advantage of their natural inclination to grow in existing pathways in the stone to supply what he needed without risking damage to the surrounding footing. Unfortunately, that was beginning to feel like a dead end.

In frustration, he threw out his magical senses as far as they would go. Searching desperately for something, anything, he hadn’t noticed before. He felt the plant life growing throughout the rock. The moss deep towards the bottom of the path, subsisting off the heat and mana from the magma. The roots of the bare handful of cacti growing as deep as they could while trapped by the stone around them. The speckling of ferns and shrubbery that covered the surface and explored the complicated mazes in the rock beneath.

Then he felt something else. Just a flicker on the edge of his senses. He expanded his scope, no longer focusing purely on the isthmus Green Dawn had been traveling. Letting his senses skim over the surrounding lava, an area he had only occasionally scanned half heartedly and with little care. No plant should have been able to grow out there, but something was.

It felt strange. More mobile than any plant should be. It felt like watching a jellyfish. Languid and free, but without any base motor input to mobilize the limbs. His mind wandering to where else he had experienced such a sensation, the feeling clicked. It felt like duckweed or maybe vaguely like a water lily…

#

Xavier watched as Andre experimented with his “surprise”. He couldn’t tell what the other man was doing, but it was costing him a lot of mana. More than he was used to seeing the man expend so quickly. Generally, the horned giant’s spells were incredibly efficient.

Shaking his head, Xavier returned to his own work. The Plant Mage wasn’t likely to tell him anything if the mischievous grin when Xavier had last asked what had him so excited was anything to go by. Better to focus on his own work.

The new spell, which would hopefully become Xavier’s secret weapon in this dungeon, was simple in theory. One of the other members of Green Dawn could even be considered an expert on its application. It felt so strange to his senses though. After all it was rare that a stone mage had to practice freezing his element.

He concentrated and another portion of magma solidified across the surface of the magma. The solid stone was important for him. None of his spells were meant for controlling a liquid substance, which meant he both lacked established tactics for using it and it cost him substantially more mana to do anything with. For a moment, he thought he’d managed to get this one right, but it quickly began sinking under the surface and melting back down. Cursing, he tried again. Still not porous enough.

#

After Xavier had asked her about freezing spells, Veronika had been re-evaluating her own magic. As an Ice Mage, simple Novice Rank freeze spells were part of the base spell formation of almost every spell in her arsenal. That wasn’t to say they were all the same though, and it might be time for her to step outside her comfort zone. Broadly speaking, spells for freezing came in three categories.

The easiest, and most common, was simply ripping energy out of a material to rapidly cool it. The excess energy is quickly released into the surroundings and dispersed. The second, and the mainstay of Ice Mages, was heat transfer. Rather than simply dispersing the energy, you redirected it. Usually as a way to keep yourself warm while surrounded by ice that could cause frostbite with a touch. There was more than one high level mage who had awakened fire as their element though, and could use the spells to feed each other.

The third kind was trickier. It involved manipulating the pressure of the element. An approach that was incredibly mana intensive, but could add a lot of power to the resulting spell. It could also actually work out to be cheaper in extreme environments. Manipulating temperature had multiplicatively escalating costs the more you were trying to increase or decrease it. Pressure was much more linear, if with a vastly higher base cost.

It was nothing she had ever been able to claim any real skill with, but Veronika had several spells that gave her the option to manipulate the pressure her ice was under. This dungeon seemed like the perfect place to put it to use, if she could just get it working correctly. The amount of ice she formed could even theoretically be smaller, given that pressurization tended to increase the effect of offensive spells.

With that in mind, Veronika started applying herself to an application of her magic she had largely neglected for years. When Asher wasn’t actively attempting the trap field, she’d take a chance to practice a handful of spells. Make some minor adjustments, and test the effects. The growth was slow, but noticeable. More importantly, after only a day of directed practice things were beginning to feel more natural and she was already beginning to get a feel for just how much this training could do for her in the long run.

#

It was the morning of Asher’s third day attempting the bridge when something changed. She had just made her first attempt, which involved blasting large sections of the bridge in an attempt to pre-emptively set of the traps. Something which…worked but also left her filling the entirety of the bridge with poisonous ash. Initially she had hoped that when it cleared, the traps would still be inactive from her magic setting everything off. That had proven to be wishful thinking, so now she was attempting something a little different.

She was trying to clear a section of the bridge at a time. The ash from a single trap would clear much faster than ten going off at once. Unfortunately, she was either much more powerful than she expected or the traps were far more reactive than she had hoped. It was proving challenging to balance her spell with enough power to set off one trigger while keeping it weak enough that the lightning couldn’t spread to the surrounding triggers.

She had just been retreating from the latest giant cloud of death produced by her improper power regulation, when the entire thing seemed to split in two. From the other side of the cloud, three men and a woman looked across at her.

“Ho the bridgehead! My compatriots and I are the Twin Calderas Party! May we cross?” the man who called out was a middle-aged, dusky skinned man of average height, a full beard, and lacking a single hair above his eyebrows.

Before Asher had even noticed, Sahar had appeared beside her, “Ho Twin Calderas! Green Dawn bids you welcome and invites you to cross!”

The four approached and Asher couldn’t help but frown as she got a closer look at them. The four were exhausted looking on closer examination, large bags under their eyes and a certain shuffle to their walk that spoke of deep weariness. Their armors were scarred, burnt, and in general disrepair, speaking of hard-fought battles and a long time since their last equipment repair. One of the men was walking with an obvious limp, a large cast occasionally appearing between gaps in his leather-reinforced robe.

“Thank you for your consideration,” The first man continued after crossing the bridge. “I know this is one of the rougher challenges in the inner layer, especially for parties anticipating more direct challenges! My name is Azim and I am glad to make your acquaintance.”

Sahar smiled brightly at his introduction, “Not at all Azim, the honor is all mine. I am Sahar, and I welcome you to our camp. We have set up base here for a few days while our newest recruit gains some much needed experience.”

Looking around and noting Veronika focusing on Asher as she returned her focus to the bridge, Azim appeared to be re-evaluating the situation. He looked more closely at Sahar, paying special attention to the apparent lack of wear on her clothing. He seemed to notice the absence of any signs of worry or exhaustion on her face before broadening his focus. When he looked beyond them and saw Xavier and Andre practicing in the distance, he seemed to come to a decision.

“Your party seems quite capable Sahar. Is there any chance one of your members are a healer? Johan has been traveling on a cracked Tibia and we ran out of potions long ago.”

“Of course. I will see to your companion. It will take time to fully set however. I invite you to join us at our camp tonight. Perhaps you could provide guidance on the deeper sections of this dungeon in exchange for our aide.”

Sahar’s voice was decidedly different throughout the conversation, lacking at certain amount of the motherly care her teammates were more familiar with. Her interactions were far more business-like as she recognized that what they gained here could be the difference between life and death for her party later on. Where normally she would have offered her help freely and happily, here she forced herself to ensure that the team as a whole saw some benefit as well. It was a mindset unfortunately necessary this far into the dungeon and while interacting with unknown individuals.

As much for their sake as her own. Many parties were inherently suspicious of free help from strangers. Not that surprising in a place where providing aid to another might result in your own people lacking critical necessities later. Parties who made it this far in were far more mercenary than those that remained in the outer reaches as they felt the pressure of being pushed to their limit.

#

As Sahar guided the Twin Calderas Party down from the bridge and into their campsite, Balam emerged from hiding. Without Asher’s knowledge, he had been sneaking through the traps and across the bridge daily to scout the far side for Sahar. While exploring, he had found the other party headed their direction and had tailed them for long enough to know they were heading out of the dungeon. From there he had returned to give a report to Sahar so that she would not be surprised by their presence.

As he headed back toward the crossing, he decided to pause to watch Asher’s latest attempt. As she had every other time he had watched, she did fine for the first fifteen or twenty minutes. Eventually, though, she lost the delicate control she had and accidentally released a bit too much magic.

Honestly it was impressive she had made it that far. The traps would naturally attempt to cascade any amount of mana over the activation limit into their neighbors. To accomplish what she was attempting, she had to keep the power low enough that there wouldn’t be enough energy to reach the next activation point.

While it was certainly a noteworthy achievement, it was also massively overcomplicated. And expensive. Even if she ended up accomplishing this technique, it was a twenty-gold solution to a five-copper problem. A highly situational five copper problem. This approach only worked if she knew where the trap was located, and that was hardly a good trap.

He decided to give her a little bit of advice.

“You are looking at this wrong.”

Asher jumped at his remark, quickly spinning around to face him. “Oh, Balam! I, uh, didn’t see you there. What do you mean I am looking at this wrong?”

He blinked slowly. Large, vertically slitted eyes taking her in slowly. Then he gestured vaguely toward the field with his head.

“You are trying to solve it like a puzzle. It isn’t a puzzle. It is an obstacle course. Your job isn’t to clear the path. It is just to make it through.”

Suddenly embarrassed at how direct and…possibly insensitive… his response had been, he blushed lightly before turning around and continuing down the route from the bridge. He needed to clear his head. Go out and scout one of the paths leading to the bridge on this side.

Apparently excited about something, Asher called down from behind, “Thanks Balam! We should talk again, I was starting to think you didn’t like me much!”

Beginning to run, he quickly transformed into his leopard form and faded into the surroundings before his blush became obvious.

            

    
        Chapter 27: Rogue

    
    
    
    
                I pray that Brother Stratocumulus and Sister Cumulus are correct. Perhaps I simply worry overmuch. If one or two nations are lost, I must simply do my best to preserve the lives of the innocents unfairly drug into war and death by their incompetent rulers. It is ever my aim to secure the best for this world through peaceful means, as befits one of my name. Despite that, I will follow the will of the storm. Let us never forget that peace, like perfection, is an impossibility that one must always pursue for fear of losing the path to it entirely. – Letter from the Voice Cirrus


“On your left Li! Watch out for the weight.”

Heading Kai’s warning, Li leapt backwards. The creatures were surprisingly fast despite their solid stone construction. Something he hadn’t expected when even the warlord had been noticeably slower than him. These things, stone lions roughly the size of a large dog, moved faster than anything he had yet seen in the dungeon.

There were also a lot of them. Between their speed, their pack tactics, and the sheer number, keeping track of every single one was proving to be difficult. It would have been impossible before his training with Norah and Djimon. Something he was even more deeply grateful for than usual.

They’d been making their way toward what Kai had called the Rosewater Bazaar, a supposedly safe part of the dungeon that monsters would not invade, when they’d the small horde of creatures had emerged from a system of small tunnels in the labyrinth’s walls. The things were incredibly aggressive and seemed to have no sense of self preservation as Kai and Norah killing seven of them in their initial charge had not been enough to make the rest back off.

Instead, they had simply spread out, attempting to harass each member of the party from all direction. The things would constantly place themselves in blind spots or charge straight at them, trying to ensure at least one of the aggressive things could get close enough to savage their desired prey with sharp claws and teeth. That wasn’t even counting the damage he would take if one of the solid stone creature, which Li estimated at weighing two hundred and fifty-ish pounds, managed to actually ram him. Even with his magic, stopping the creatures was something he could only do so many times.

“What are these things?” Li called out, “Also, if you have any advice on how to fight them that would be great!”

Leaping from a nearby shadow, Djimon briefly appeared before him. Despite being constantly on the move and pulling of incredible acrobatics throughout the fight, the man wasn’t even breathing hard. He slowed just long enough to ensure Li could hear him, but never stopped moving entirely.

“They’re fast and heavy. Means they have a hard time stopping or turning. Use that.”

As he left, Ananya stepped in close. She shaped a number of metal balls into a wedge and used it to shove a large part of the pack into a pile. The creatures seemed more surprised than anything that something had managed to move them, and slowly began untangling themselves.

“They aren’t incredibly smart. It’s easy to surprise them if things don’t go how they expect and it takes them a while to react. They also are pretty clumsy.”

Sending a rain of iron orbs into their midst, she began heading for a more central location. Three of her orbs remained with Li though, guarding his back. As she left, Emiko stepped close enough to yell over to him. The woman was surrounded by almost two dozen of Ananya’s orbs and was obviously her main defensive concern.

“They are stone, so they are vulnerable to rapid fluctuations in heat. They are also much more brittle than the Warlord was. Especially at the joints!”

Picking up when Emiko left off, Kai contributed his own answer, “As for your first question, they are called Lapitari. Strange to see them out here, but not unheard of. They are a fairly common creature to encounter inside the mountain, though usually with two or three times the numbers.

Considering that there were almost two dozen of the creatures even after Norah and Kai killed the first wave, the idea that this was considered a small pack was absolutely terrifying. Still, now at least he had some information to work with. Pushing even more Ki into his Colossus Armor, he began to get to work. He kept himself constantly moving, never giving them an easy opportunity to surround him. More than once he used a particularly sharp turn to send one of the creatures tumbling into its fellows.

Rather than using his Potential Energy Well spell, he got his first chance to really test out the Stonepiercer Rune he had won so long ago. The Runestone had been applied to one of his new purchases from the shop, a heavy kukri enchanted with durability. The rune, combined with the enhanced strength and momentum multiplication provided by his armor, meant he could cut deep gouges into the creatures. Especially when, following Emiko’s advice, he aimed for the creatures’ shoulders and hips. The resulting gouge would often further crack under the stress of the monster’s own weight, resulting in the limb either ceasing to function or entirely breaking off.

After the initial panicked moments of high aggression by an unknown creature, the monsters proved simple enough to handle. Soon enough, the party had wiped out the attackers and the group was beginning to loot the creatures. Apparently, the crystals that comprised their eyes and the magically reinforced flint that composed their claws were both highly sought after by crafters.

As they worked Kai began to talk, “We will need to be more careful. It is rare to run into Lapitari outside the mountain, especially this far out.”

“I agree,” Norah responded calmly. “It matches with the worries of more dangerous creatures though.”

“True, and on top of that…”

Kai broke down to mumbling at that point. Whatever worries he might have, he kept to himself in favor of focusing on harvesting parts from the monster in front of him.

#

Over the following days, Li watched as Kai became more and more pensive. More than once, the man would wander around an area muttering, looking at things nobody, not even Djimon, could make out. The rogue could usually make out what was holding the man’s interest. A strange layer of stone here, a claw mark there, an unnatural growth of rock in another place. He couldn’t for the life of him figure out what things had to do with each other though.

A more obvious source of worry for everyone in the party was the lack of other adventurers. By now they should have regularly been running into hunting parties originating from the Bazaar. This area was one of the most popular places for new adventurers to hunt the generally low rank creatures in the area. The younger members of Wandering Horizons agreed that the best case scenario was that the adventurers were remaining in the camp to avoid the Lapitari, but none of them could entirely bring themselves to believe that was all there was to it.

The lions were a worry of their own as well. While not common, they had run into a second pack and seen signs that there was potentially a third. Something that didn’t match with Kai’s descriptions of known incidents where the creatures had previously appeared in the outer labyrinth. Those were almost entirely occasions where a single pack of the creatures had been driven out of the mountain by more dangerous monsters, something that the Adventurer Society called Rogue Dungeon Monsters.

Rogue Dungeon Monsters were rare, since most monsters wouldn’t leave specific areas of a dungeon without very good reason. The dungeon usually created near ideal environments for a specific creature, making it unappetizing for the monster to leave said environment. Especially with the subtle control over the monsters most experts agreed a dungeon could employ. Therefore, the only reason for a monster to leave was usually because something stronger forced them too.

This was also why Rogue Dungeon Monsters were increasingly rarer the more powerful the creature in question. This left most rogues to be the weakest creatures in their part of the dungeon. A boss rogue, for example, was something that was reported only two or three times a decade on the entire continent.

Usually, the problem was that no one was challenging the dungeon and competition between he more powerful monsters had become much more aggressive than normal the solution was for someone to clear the dungeon, eliminating some of the more powerful creatures that had become too populous. This would reset the monster populations and return the dungeon to normality.

Occasionally though, the change was a result of some new monster being introduced to the dungeon. Either some new creature attracted by the higher mana levels or an evolution of one of the native monsters. Afterward, the local ecosystem would need to achieve a new balance as the local predators reassessed their hierarchies. Eventually everything would calm down with new territories for the different species. Usually this would also result in the dungeon rank being reassessed to account for the new dangers.

Of course it wasn’t all bad, at least not in the minds of the younger members. A Rogue Monster would explain the strange increase in danger they had been warned about before entering the dungeon. It was actually one of the most reasonable answers to what had happened. It also offered a clear hope that the dungeon was not actually that much more dangerous than they had initially expected.

If the only issue was more of the same monsters that they had already expected, which was the most likely situation, that was good news for them. They already had extensive knowledge and plans for anything commonly found in the dungeon and a solid understanding of even the rarest creatures.

The good feelings lasted until they came across Serpent’s Junction. One of the few parts of the labyrinths that were fully enclosed, the area was named after the many depictions of large serpents stylizing the wall and a massive carving of a serpent’s upper jaw that stylized the start of the tunnel. Or at least that used to.

The front third, including both the intimidating fangs, had been broken off during an absolutely brutal fight. One which had claimed the lives of at least five adventurers that, based on their dog tags, were only F rank. Norah had assessed that more than one of the particularly mangled corpses had been purposefully left alive so that they desperate person could be played with by the sadistic predator.

One of them had been slowly crushed flat by a large boulder just a bit to heavy for the man to survive. Another had had bits and pieces slowly trimmed off an inch at a time until the blood loss had finally killed him, even with a magic ring that provided a continuous, minor healing affect. Something which Norah said usually entirely prevented death by blood loss.

When she got around to explaining that a large lump of oddly shaped stone and metal had once been a man, used as a living bludgeon to break the eponymous snake carving off the roof, Li had been forced to leave the area For the next half hour it took all he had to avoid vomiting and he could only sit in a far corner staring forlornly off into space.

Djimon, Ananya, and Emiko were hardly any better. They may not have been dry heaving as their bodies attempted to reverse every meal they had ever had, but all of them looked a bit green and couldn’t bring themselves to look closer at the scene of utter destruction. If anything, all three were even more bothered by the clinical, business-like attitude of Kai and Norah than he was.

He had been used to it from the doctors back on Earth at least.

In the end, once Norah had collected their dog tags, determined a cause of death, and collected any still functional items of value on each body, Kai and Emiko had created a large pyre to burn the bodies. It was apparently tradition to burn any bodies that could not be safely recovered and scatter the ashes over the site where they had died. Their belongings would be returned to the Adventurer’s Guild branch outside the dungeon and from there be brought to their next of kin.

The mood had only worsened when Kai revealed that he believed this was not the first such battlefield they had come across. He was of the opinion that at least some of the places he had previously inspected were likely to have been the spot where several other parties had been killed. Unlike now, previously the bodies had likely been claimed by scavenging monsters and it was impossible to put an actual number to how many had been killed by this thing.

Li had been confused why the bodies were still here this time until Kai explained that, as a Junction Corridor where many major pathways in the outer labyrinth intersected, Serpent’s Junction was a minor safe zone that most monsters wouldn’t enter. The fact that the location of what was, far and away, the most terrorizing series of deaths Li had personally witnessed the aftermath of had occurred in one of the safest areas in this entire death trap struck Li as morbidly ironic. He couldn’t help some amount of righteous fury that the supposed rules of this world could be so freely broken.

#

Kai and Norah had sent the others to their tents for the night. All four were too shaken up to be effective guards through the night. Kai would need to talk to them over the next few days. While Norah had specialized in healing the body, Kai had long ago learned everything his family had to teach about healing the mind and spirit. At least one individual with a solid understanding of mental illness was something his family had considered imperative for any truly capable adventuring team for nearly a century now, and Kai himself didn’t disagree with the assessment.

“I suppose this pretty much confirms it, huh Kai.”

“I suppose it does.” Kai decided to steer them away from that unpleasantness for the time being though.

It was always strange to see Norah in any mood that wasn’t mischievous, motherly, or angry. These sorts of things always left her withdrawn and upset though. She did her best to hide it from them, but mastery of her emotions was never something Norah had been able to claim.

Days like this were rough, and the two of them had managed to protect the others from similar incidents so far. They had gone out of their way to ensure only the two of them were involved in any special task forces related to the truly brutal incidents. It was only a matter of time before the ugliest parts of adventuring was shown to them though.

Shame Li had to encounter it so early though, Kai thought. This sort of thing had been more than enough to drive promising recruits away before and Kai couldn’t blame him if it was enough for Li too.

“Think Li will retire from adventuring after this?” He asked Norah, to get her mind off today’s gruesome task if nothing else.

“Doubt it. He’s got a fire inside. Especially lately, as the results of his training have begun to make themselves known. Don’t know what happened to him in the past, but he won’t be easy to dissuade from a life like ours.”

Norah smiled slightly as she talked. She loved each of the four younger adventurers in her own way. Her stray pups as Kai knew she thought of them. The woman would never leave the field long enough for kids of her own, and each of them was the closest thing to a child she would ever have.

“I have a feeling about that one Kai. I’ve had a feeling about all the rest too, no doubt, but there is something about Li that makes me think he’s going to surpass all of us. You, me…Djimon, Ananya, and Emiko too? We’re all happy as long as we are free to live as we please. As long as we are strong enough to always have a new adventure available.” Norah sighed happily before continuing, “Li’s after something else though. Something more. Like he’s been beat down all his life and now that he finally has a chance it’s his turn to beat up life and take it for everything it is worth. I don’t know what his final goal is, but I think he’ll meet it. The only question is if he’ll die managing it.”

“He is not ready for what is next though,” Kai said softly.

Norah laughed at that, “No. No he isn’t. And he’s going to throw a fit when we tell him. Still, he isn’t allowed to take part in what comes next.”

“Agreed. We will explain everything in the morning. Until then, take care Norah. And wake me in four hours for my shift.”

With that, he clapped Norah on the shoulder, gave her a comforting look, and headed off to his tent. In the morning, he’d tell the rest of them everything. What they were facing and why he, at least, felt they had to deal with it. Even if the danger involved meant his first instinct was to leave it to someone stronger.

#

“I believe we are dealing with a Garja’lu. It is the only thing that I feel makes sense.”

Kai’s proclamation was met with silence from the four younger adventurers. Silence followed by shocked horror spreading across three of them. Good, they remember our notes on the rarer monsters in the mountain.

Turning to Li, Kai began to explain, “A Garja’lu, often called a Stone-Eater Lion, is one of the dungeon’s rarer boss type monsters. They are supposed to only be present inside the mountain proper. They are also considered one of the most dangerous creatures you can run into in Archimedes’ Labyrinth.”

Kai watched as Li only stared blankly into space for a moment, clearly trying to remember if he had heard about this monster before. They had been briefing him about monsters present in the dungeon, but mostly only those regularly found outside the mountain and which ones he needed to be particularly careful of. Neither of which matched something as dangerous and elusive as a Garja’lu.

Just as Li had given up and opened his mouth to ask a question, Emiko finally lost her patience enough to ask a question of her own. “Why do you think one of them is the Rogue Monster? A creature that powerful would be incredibly rare to find outside its preferred habitat in the dungeon, wouldn’t it? I mean, hell, these things are considered almost as dangerous as the final boss for this dungeon, aren’t they?”

“You are not wrong. It would be an exceedingly unfortunate occurrence for the local populous. Still, evidence is lining up that not only is one of them our culprit, it has also attacked and quite possibly destroyed the Rosewater Bazaar.

To start with, the fact that we have, amazingly, been apparently following the monster’s trail of destruction. I am unsure what, exactly, is drawing it, but there is no doubt that it has been heading straight toward the bazaar for quite some ways now. I do not believe that is a coincidence. Additionally, I have three reasons I believe it is specifically a Garja’lu causing this death a mayhem.

To start with, many of the battle sights have had strange layers of stone built up on the environment. Garja’lu are known to breath a kind of dust cloud that quickly builds layers of stone over their prey’s skin, effectively petrifying them. This cloud is known to have a lessened effect on non-living things, creating something like a limestone layer on the surface of inanimate objects.

Next is their intelligence and cruelty. They are known to be, while not sentient, incredibly clever and capable of at least rudimentary planning. They are also known to be goal oriented beyond the simple acquisition of food. They seem to take pleasure in inflicting suffering on helpless victims, which means the bazaar would be a playground for one of their kind with the number of non-combat trained individuals that call it home.

Lastly, the Lapitari-.”

Djimon cursed at the mention of the small, stone lions. “Fuck. You’re right. While many of the Lapitari packs function individually, they born from the residual spirits of a Garja’lu’s prey.”

“What, exactly, does that mean?” Li asked the group cautiously.

“Garja’lu possess natural stone magic,” Emiko said, picking up the explanation. “When they kill a monster or human, some part of the residual soul – what most creatures convert into the experience for levels – is instead taken by the Garja’lu’s natural magic. They naturally produce short life span stone lion golems to aid them in fights. Using the stolen bits of soul as a motive spirit for the golems, a Lapitari is created. The Lapitari must obey the commands of a Garja’lu, but that control only reaches so far and they can only control so many. Because of that, you get plenty of Lapitari packs that aren’t under the command of a Stone-Eater Lion.”

As he looked around the group, Kai knew that the rest of the party agreed with his and Norah’s assessment. The straightening of shoulders and set jaws. Slight crinkling of fear around the eyes. A gradual focus that didn’t match their normal, carefree attitudes.

It was Ananya who broke the tense silence, “So what are we going to do Kai?”

Sighing heavily, Kai began to speak. “We have to go after it. If it is a Rogue Monster, there is no telling how long it will stay in the area before it gets bored and goes hunting more people. If it is a new wandering field boss meant to force people out of the safe zones or some other change to the dungeon, that is even worse.

Either way, we are the only group anywhere close to here who has a chance of killing one. We have a plan to fight these things, the strength to beat one, and we might still be able to save some lives.”

“Besides that,” Norah interrupted. “There is a pretty good chance that this is why the dungeon has been more dangerous lately. It directly relates to our mission to try to deal with the increasing strength of monsters in the dungeon. If killing this thing has a chance to return normalcy to the rest of the dungeon it is our duty to kill it.”

“That said,” Kai picked back up. “We are a team. If it is a Garja’lu, this will be a very dangerous fight. We have to put it to a vote. It would hurt our reputation to abandon the mission at this point and we probably won’t be able to raise the party to D- Rank for a few years. Better than dying because we were not careful enough though.”

“If we turn around now, leave the dungeon as fast a possible, we could make it to the local guild branch in four days.” Norah’s voice was calm and utterly devoid of judgement as she spoke, “They could probably put together a special task force in about a week. We’d have to give up any hope of rescue at Rosewater, but it’s unlikely the beast will move on to another hunting ground. It would definitely be safer.”

At this point Li rose his hand to get their attention, “Shouldn’t we confirm it really is a Garja’lu before we do anything else?”

The other three began to mutter between each other. Li gave them time to discuss his suggestion as he was the least knowledgeable about the situation. Norah and Kai, meanwhile, already knew where they stood and wanted to give the others time to come to their own conclusions. They would ultimately follow the decision of the other three, regardless of their own opinions. Eventually the other three stopped conferring and Djimon asked a question.

“As far as I know, Garja’lu have no enhanced senses beyond the standard enhanced hearing, smell, and night vision of most large cats. Is that true?”

“It is,” Kai acknowledged. “They are not particularly well known for even those senses. They are heavily armored, strong, smart, and possess deadly magic. Generally, they are so strong they don’t need to worry about being snuck up on.”

Getting to his feet from his seated position on a small camp seat, Djimon began to stretch, “Then I would like to try to scout out Rosewater. Like Li said, no point coming to a decision until we have a complete picture of what is happening.”

Kai was fairly sure only he caught the brief flash of pride and worry that crossed Norah’s face as she watched the four plan Djimon’s mission.

#

Running through shadows was strange, Djimon reflected. Even after so many years of practice, the sudden shift from one field of view to another was disorienting at best and required him to be able to quickly take in and adjust to any situation he found himself in when he reappeared. The actual transition was strange too. Like a half-remembered dream of floating deep in the ocean. So deep that not a single ray of light could find its way to him.

It was incredibly useful though. Thanks to his sensory power, he could see out of any defined shadow within a couple hundred feet of him. He could then use them as a gateway to jump from one place to the next. Combined with the large amount of movement training he did, very few individuals at his rank could keep up with him when he was moving at full speed.

According to what he and Kai had researched, he would also probably eventually be able to advance the spell in such a way that it let him slip through the smallest opening and allow him to take other people with him. For now, though, any serious scouting mission required him to go alone. The others simply couldn’t keep up.

The party about an entire day’s travel from the Rosewater Bazaar, but that was going everyone else’s slow pace. Alone, he could make the trip in an hour and a half. Two hours at most.

The run was fairly relaxing, all things considered. Most of the route was a safe zone, so very few monsters were actually present as he went. Of that small group, none of the monsters were a particularly hard to avoid or very intelligent. On top of that, the weather was pleasant and there was a nice breeze going.

Perhaps most importantly, he also didn’t come across any other gruesome battlegrounds.

Yesterday had definitely been one of the worst days of his adventuring career. Unfortunately, he had a sneaking suspicion that today might just be worse. He had known when he agreed to the scouting mission that he would probably come across the tortured remains of more of the monster’s victims. He just couldn’t let that be enough to stop him.

#

When he eventually arrived, Rosewater was every bit as beautiful as he had been promised. At least from a distance. A mid-sized, peaceful lake filled the center of the safezone and large gardens of red and white roses grew along the shore, filling the air with the calming sound of lapping water and relaxing scent of flowers. A large, open-air market was filled with stands built of various materials from wood to stone to colorfully dyed cloth completed what would have been a festive image. If people had been around to fill it.

Closer inspection revealed the real damage.

Two of the original five permanent buildings were collapsed, crushing a number of carts and stalls. Soot and partially burned wood or cloth showed where several large fires had destroyed swathes of the bazaar. The wall that surrounded the market had had its front gate ripped off the hinges and the mangled bars projected forlornly from the nearby lake bed.

From the front gate, a path had been smashed through the market. The trail of destruction led directly to a particularly large tent toward the center of the shops, one which none of the numerous birds that had taken up residence in the abandoned bazaar dared to approach. Stone walls had been raised around that central tent and provided only the single path in and out.

Perhaps most terrifying were the statues. At least two or three dozen beings of various races were frozen in a grim mockery of their day to day lives. Another handful were piled near the entrance to the tent. Each had been smashed open and apparently sucked clean. Not entirely unlike when someone at a lobster a small voice in the back of his head whispered beneath the internal screaming.

Apparently, the Stone-Eater Lion lived up to its name. It seemed to be using the petrification as some kind of…food storage. A preservation method so it would have easily accessible meals later.

Unfortunately, this brief view was hardly enough to call his mission finished. He was going to need to go into the bazaar proper and try to get a look at the Garja’lu. He may be even more certain than ever that they were correct in their assumption, but who knew what else he might be able to learn.

He’d need to be more careful about his shadow jumps though. Going to far or using too many was liable to set off the crude sense for mana any creature with magical abilities possessed. The Garja’lu may not be noted for its senses, but there was no sense taking undue risk. Instead, he slowly snuck his way further into the camp, using one of his other powers called Shade Form. The ability quickly drained his Ki, but in exchange made him borderline intangible and very difficult to notice with mundane senses.

Whenever he sensed movement, he would disappear into a shadow until he had identified the source or felt safe to continue. In addition to being far less noticeable to magic users, hiding in a shadow felt much less strange than teleporting between shadows. The feeling was more like being on the other side of a window from all of reality. While using that particular power, the shadow functioned as something of a door to an extradimensional space only he could access. It would only hide him visually and let him avoid being physically present, his smell and any noise could still give him away. Thankfully, Shade Form essentially eliminated those draw backs.

As he got closer, he began to hear the deep, rumbling sound of something almost like purring. As if a giant had filled a bag with rocks and begun cascading them back and forth across each other. It was intimidating in a way few things could be, speaking of a chest so large and powerful that merely breathing would rattle the bones of lesser creatures apart.

What he saw within the tent hardly changed the idea that this was a greater creature, too powerful for a mere Tavulus to interfere with.

The creature was large, easily ten feet tall at the shoulder if it was standing, and filled a massive bowl it had apparently used its magic to carve from the tile floor. Each massive limb was coated in an armor of stone and ended in sharp claws that tore into the earth as some unknown dream sent it kneading the ground beneath it. At times a massive, forked tongue would escape from between its sabertoothed jaws, hooked barbs showing how the beast removed the flesh from within the petrified shell.

A majestic mane surrounded the monster’s shoulders and head, but did not move like Djimon would expect hair to. Closer inspection showed that, as they had been told, the hairs were coated in a layer of stone, creating a powerful defense against attackers. More stone plates covered the ridge of the spine, the forehead, and anywhere else the beast could get away with reduced flexibility.

There were also two notable injuries on the creature. One of the front paws appeared healed incorrectly after being broken, the lower part of the limb noticeable angled. Additionally, the eye on the same side appeared to have been gouges out, a massive set of claw marks running from forehead to upper jaw.

Having confirmed the species of the monster and discovering the specifics of its layer, Djimon had completed his primary objective for this scouting mission. He had even been lucky enough to find some potential weaknesses to exploit in the coming fight. Now it was time to complete his secondary objective, finding any survivors and letting them know help was on the way.

#

It was in the basement of the second permanent building still standing, which turned out to be the central administration building and the largest of them all, that Djimon discovered the last survivors of Rosewater Bazaar. Three children, fifteen teenager, and forty-seven adults. Including seven adventurers from four different parties that had all been decimated by the Garja’lu.

The remaining adventurers quickly drew him to the side and began providing all the information they could. Well, most of them did. One of the men simply sat in the corner and stared into space. Djimon hoped he could find the help he needed.

As they spoke, two of them became increasingly angry. Swearing to help kill the monster that had made their life hell. Djimon tried to talk them out of it. They were only F+ rank. They would definitely die if they fought the thing. Eventually they assented. In his heart, though, he knew they were just telling him what they wanted to hear.

According to them, the Stone-Eater had first appeared nine days ago. Quickly smashing through the gate and petrifying anyone it came across. Anyone who fought it didn’t get off so luckily, and they had spent most of the first two days listening to the tortured screams of their protectors. Almost a dozen men and woman had left when they couldn’t take the screams anymore, determined to attempt a rescue for the tortured individuals left behind. As far as the remaining survivors knew, they had been killed out of hand.

From there, things had only gotten worse. More than once they had heard the screams of unsuspecting adventurers dragged back to the Bazaar by the massive predator, before being forced to listen to it play with its food for several hours. There had been several attempts by survivors to make a break for it, only to be added to the thing’s monstrous larder.

They had finally run out of food two days ago. Last night they had used the last of their water. A very, very small amount of each had been saved to keep the young children quiet, for fear they would give away the survivors’ presence. Even then, there had been more than one attempt to steal that small reserve.

The man Djimon was talking to hadn’t said what had happened to the attempted food thieves. He hadn’t asked. He was just sure he wouldn’t want to know. Desperation inevitably led to greater disregard for rules and an escalation in punishment in response.

When he told them he had to leave, they had begged him to stay. Begged him to help them. If they hadn’t needed to stay silent, he knew they would have been screaming and wailing. No matter how much he tried to reassure him that he would be back, that his party would kill the monster, they continued to beg and plead with him to help them simply escape. He couldn’t blame them for not believing him, but there was nothing else he could do. Sneaking them all out of the bazaar would be impossible.

As he headed towards the door, the survivors began making individual pleas. A woman promising riches beyond his wildest dreams if he took her out of the bazaar. A man that offered his families ancestral weapon. Another man asking Djimon to save his husband if he agreed to act as bait. It was the woman only four or five years his senior, begging him to take her three-year-old child with him that finally broke him.

Tears in his eyes he could only back away, telling her “I’m sorry, I’ll be back, I’m sorry…”

Behind him, the adventurers did their best to calm and collect the survivors.

            

    
        Chapter 28: No Way Back

    
    
    
    
                It appears you are all of the opinion that peace and caution is the way forward. I have, nor do I want, any place in such activity. Cirrostratus has alerted me to strange winds from the East. Possible dangers that would be best quashed now. I will go, along with Altostratus and some number of the storm, and quell any threat before it might grow. Afterwards, I shall enter secluded meditation. Call upon me when peace is no longer an option. Until then, I shall prepare.  – Letter from the Voice Cumulonimbus


“It’s bad Kai. Real bad.”

Djimon’s eyes told a story his words could not. Deep bags despite the man leaving only this morning well rested and energetic. A constant pacing that slowly took him back in the direction of Rosewater Bazaar. His reluctance to give details about his experience.

Kai clapped the other man’s shoulder in sympathy, “I’m sorry you had to see whatever horror show that beast created in the bazaar. We cannot let emotions dictate our next actions though. How long do the survivors have?”

“Maybe another day? Two at the outside. At that point people are going to start dying of dehydration. Every minute is increasingly dangerous though. Young kids can only be kept quiet for so long, even with sound dampening talismans.”

“Hmmm. Not ideal. We are only halfway to the bazaar as it is, with a good five or six hours left to go. Do you believe they will be able to last that long? We could get there faster, but then we would be fighting while exhausted.”

“I think they have a better chance of surviving waiting that long than we do surviving fighting that thing tired.”

“Alright, I will let everyone know. You keep scouting out the path. Try to clear anything that might slow us down.”

“Alright, I’ll check back in in an hour or two.”

#

If Li thought the team was serious when Djimon left, it was nothing like after he had come back. Wandering Horizons, usually a very friendly group, had become deathly silent. They never stopped moving at a pace that Li could only barely maintain. None of them took their eyes off the route, focused only on maintaining their run.

It was unnerving. Like his new friends and teachers had been replaced with mechanical copies. Every action was optimal. No energy was wasted. Any noise was quickly silenced to avoid attracting attention to the party. The loudest sound was his desperate gasps for air as the day wore on. Kai seemed to use it as a pace setter, slowing down the group just enough for Li’s Ki to rejuvenate him. Then, the moment he was recovered, Kai would speed them back up. Just a tiny bit beyond his ability to handle.

If the stitch in his side and need for air hadn’t left him thoroughly irritated he would almost be impressed at the sheer skill with which Kai pushed him. Straight to the very edge, but never over. It felt like only his own stubbornness and the mental pressure from the importance of what they were doing kept him going.

The group didn’t even stop running to eat, simply passing out meal rations of granola bars, jerky, and dried fruit. He had no idea how Emiko managed it, knowing that she was a pure mage with no focus on body reinforcement. She should have been having an even worse time than himself, but every time he looked to her she seemed composed. Focused entirely on the path ahead.

Djimon, while not present in the group, made his presence known with a complete lack of monsters in their path. Not to say there hadn’t been any, the other man had left plenty of bodies behind. While normally the team would have broken down any monsters for every usable part, even Djimon wasn’t willing to take the time when he could potentially be clearing the route ahead instead. Li knew this was supposedly a far safer area and that the Adventurers had been holding back in their fights so far to give him some experience, but was it really this much of a difference?

Emiko was supposedly only E- rank. Only one step up from his own estimated F+ rank. Sure, she was probably past due for promotion to E rank, but Norah had confided that she felt he was pretty strong for an F+ rank. How much of a difference could one rank really make?

Much more that he had expected if this experience was anything to go on.

#

Emiko was grateful when Kai finally called a halt thirty minutes out from their destination. She was just getting to the point where she was worried about regenerating her entire mana pool before the fight. Even with potions.

Heart’s Flame wasn’t a particularly efficient spell, though it could temporarily give her physical power on par with someone who had opened two Ki Channels. It cost a lot of mana and felt like she had liquid fire running through her muscles, but the spell was one of her trump cards. She’d also enjoyed the looks of incredulity Li had been giving her the entire run.

No time for that right now. Recentering herself, she pulled a vial of blue liquid from her belt and downed it. The stuff wasn’t naturally blue, but most alchemists would add a dye of some kind to help adventurers differentiate easily. Crossing her legs, she sat and began to meditate. Mostly losing herself to the massive influx of mana refilling her core, but leaving just enough attention to hear Kai’s conversation with Li.

“I am asking you to sit this one out Li.” Kai’s voice was soft, but there was definite steal underneath. He didn’t want to offend their newest member, btu it was clear this was an order and not a request.

There was a long pause, and she could feel the tension growing. But it was broken in an instant.

“I understand. If I went in, I’d just be a liability. Something you have to protect that doesn’t provide any advantages. Just promise that you’ll help me get strong enough that next time I can help. Okay?”

It was obvious saying it bothered Li, but she could also hear the resignation. He knew that Kai hadn’t come to this decision lightly and he wasn’t going to fight the man on it. Good. She knew he was smarter than he looked. And acted when Djimon was around,

“Of course. You are part of our team now, and on our team nobody gets left behind. I want you to go join the survivors. Help get them out of the bazaar and go with them if anything happens. They should know a safe way out of the dungeon. I also want you to take this.”

He’d be giving Li the black bag then. Inside were letters from each member of the team to their loved ones and the rest of the party. In case anything happened. There’d also be each of their wills and a bit of gold to cover their funeral expenses. Grim, but a necessity for a job like theirs.

“There’s a letter in there for you too. Just something to help you out if we can’t.”

Li response had some forced humor to it, “Alright, but I’m only letting you use me as a mule today. If I’m still stuck with this thing in the morning, I’m going to be pissed!”

“Haha, fair enough. We would not want to overburden our delicate new recruit!”

Five minutes later, it was time.

#

“Alright, everyone get out their emergency potions supply. This things strong, so we’re going to smack it around with our wallet!” Even with her jokes, it was obvious to Ananya that Norah was nervous about the coming fight.

It was unfortunate that they were going to be breaking into their potions already. Or at all really, even the cheaper specialized potions they kept in their emergency supply was easily worth as much as a month’s rent in a nice hotel. Still, money existed to be used. A large bank account wouldn’t keep you alive if you didn’t spend when the situation demanded it.

It still hurt to take the three little vials.

The first was something they had picked up before visiting the Crystal Caverns. It was a general protection potion that would grant some amount of defense against stone and earth spells. More interestingly, it did this by rapidly eroding any magically empowered materials that got too close. Each member of the party had provided a mana sample to the alchemist, so their own spells would be exempt from the affects.

The practical affect of this was that most forms of petrification would be entirely nullified. Considering the alternative was to fight the Garja’lu on a time limit, there really wasn’t any avoiding this expense. She would have preferred to save these potions for later considering they had interesting effects on golems, but she could agree that this was more important. Plus, she’d heard the report that this thing armored itself in stone. If they were lucky, that would be close enough.

The second potion was one of the cheapest, but also one of the most practical. It was a simple mental and physical enhancement, granting them sharper focus and greater strength. An incredibly common potion that almost every adventurer took before a boss fight.

The third potion, which was the most they could reasonably handle without being incapacitated for weeks by the backlash, was individualized for each of them. Ananya herself took a potion that would naturally reinforce her body, making her much harder to hurt by enhancing the effects of her Ki. Kai and Emiko took potions that would cause their fire spells to persist after being cast, clinging to whatever they hit and continuing to burn for about thirty seconds. They potion would weaken the initial power of the spell to fuel the clinging flames, but was worth it when dealing with hardy monsters.

Djimon’s wasn’t a potion. Well, not entirely. It was a pair of vials, one marked with a, of all things, smiley face, the other with a frowny face. The smiley faced vial he would take himself, and it would grant him high resistance to the poison that filled its sister vial.

Norah’s potion was a strange one. It was usually used on comatose patients to help prevent degradation and muscle atrophy by flooding the person who took it with life energy. Essentially it would take the place of eating and exorcise for days or even weeks with the more powerful versions like this one. When combined with Norah’s ability to share lifeforce, this potion would allow the team to endure far more healing than would normally be possible. It would also let them all stave off exhaustion.

After they took the potions, they did a final equipment check. Each of them running through weapons, armor, and enchanted gear. Activating more passive spells and double checking that nothing felt off. It wasn’t likely, especially with how familiar they were with these particular potions, but there was never a one hundred percent certainty of how a given potion would interact with someone’s magic. Ananya felt the last of her metal plates fall in place and looked out through the gap in her faceplate. She was as ready as she was going to get.

“Everyone ready?” Kai called out, “Everyone knows the plan?”

At the chorus of affirmatives came back to him he simply nodded. Ananya assumed he hadn’t expected anything else. They all knew how important this was, and the plan was simple. Garja’lu were physically imposing, but not particularly dexterous. Instead, they mostly relied on their earth magic and petrification to wear down their targets while enduring with the powerful defense provided by their stone armor. Their team decided that, they would simply play the things game better. It would take far to big of an investment to kill the thing slowly. Without its petrification ability though, they should be able to dance around it all day. Therefore, that’s what they would do. Build up small advantages and slowly take it apart, only finishing it off once it no longer had a way to fight back.

“Alright. You know that I am not the best at this, but I am proud of each of you. Remember to take care of each other and, if anything happens to me, I know you can finish what we started.”

Kai was right that he wasn’t good at pre mission pep talks. Thankfully, that was where Norah came in.

“Oh, quit it with all the doom and gloom Kai! We’ve trained for this. We know what we are doing. This thing may be a D- rank monster, but we’ve been training to take on things like this all year now. You have all become incredible adventurers and this thing won’t know what hit him. When we win, Kai’s going to make us all one of his famous lava cakes. Whether he wants to or not!”

#

Moving slowly and carefully, they began working their way into the bazaar. As Djimon had warned them, it was a scene of nightmares. Perhaps nowhere worse than the smashed “statues” present outside the things nest, each filled with putrid flesh. The smell blanketed the area, so thick Ananya could feel it as a film of grime across her tongue. Like a sewer, mixed with sour milk. She felt the urge to scream at the scene, but stopped herself. Locked it in a little box in her mind and shoved it to the side until she could afford to come back to it.

Sneaking into the tattered tent and looking down on the sleeping form of the creature, she didn’t feel fear. Respect for how dangerous it could be, sure. Worry about how much harm those massive claws and teeth could do to her team, definitely. But mostly she just felt disgust.

Disgust at the stench that, while muted, still flooded the nest. Disgust for the grotesque statues of humans in pain that lined the back of the large bowl it had dug into the earth. Disgust at the almost human smirk she could see on the things sleeping face. Disgust for the knowledge that this thing was responsible for all the destruction and death outside.

She couldn’t help but smile as she joined the team in slowly, quietly arranging themselves for their opening salvo. Smiling when Kai launched himself into the air as the thing woke, driving down like a falling star to embed his sword deep into the things armored right foreleg. Smiling as Djimon appeared behind it and stabbed deep into the space between its shoulder blades. Smiling as Emiko launched a fireball into its face and Norah launched a thousand green spears into its chest.

They had come to do what Adventurer’s did best. Protecting people from the things that went bump in the night. This was what they were meant to do. This is what she was meant to do.

Her metal plates flew out, and she created a wall of steel as the thing roared in pain and rage as it prepared to pounce on Emiko. As long as she was here, the thing would not touch a hair on Emiko or Norah’s head.

She controlled metal orbs to slam into the lion’s side, hoping to knock it off balance as kai unleashed a flurry of blows into its flank. Instead, it endured her strike without flinching and sent Kai flying backward with a swipe of its paw. She saw pain in the thing’s eyes. But more than that, she saw anger. Anger that things it saw as barely above insects had managed to hurt him. Anger that they had dared to attack it instead of run in fear.

Then it opened its mouth and roared once again. The deep bellow shook the earth and she saw Djimon stumble slightly as the wooden ceiling beam he was running across flailed. Then a gray cloud of dust flew from its mouth in a violent tide.  She felt it try to stick to her skin, to build into a thin layer of stone scales that would restrict her movement. Just as quickly the potion kicked in, breaking the stone down just as quickly as it attempted solidify.

The potion could do nothing to stop the cloud from obscuring their vision though, and she barely saw the shadow of movement that warned her the lion was charging straight at her. With mere moments to react, she threw up a small shield in front of herself leaped backwards in the hope she could absorb some of the impact.

It was like being hit by a landslide. The next thing she knew, she had been knocked out of the tent and through the wall of a neighboring building. Her head felt strange. Like it was packed in cotton and two sizes too big for her neck. She felt ki draining into her skull and shook her head in a futile attempt to clear it.

Through the hole her body had made, she heard Kai shouting for Emiko to back off and Norah to take her place on defense until she returned. A pained grunt from the monster accompanied his order, followed by a screech from the monster. A wave of heated air slammed against her face and finally snapped her out of the daze. Pushing herself up with a groan, she threw herself back into the fight.

When she returned, she saw Kai off to the side. His shoulder was dislocated, but a vine was already yanking it back into place while the glow of Norah’s healing magic covered the area. In the bottom of the basin, Djimon harried the Garja’lu’s flanks. Small cuts targeted at the gaps between the stone armor bled black blood and the thing flailed like a cat with something tied to its tail. Emiko was preparing some larger spell, chanting as runes appeared in the air around her and the temperature in the area slowly rose.

Re-entering the fight, she threw a number of metal orbs that rapidly coalesced and grew into three large blocks that slammed down between Djimon and the beast.

#

Over the following minutes they watched as the thing slowly weakened. More often than not, the things form was covered in hungry flames that burned away the things fur and melted the flesh below. The poison caused its eyes to become bloodshot and left dark streaks in the thing’s veins. Kai and Norah had worked together to rip chunks of stone from the beast’s body, often taking chunks of flesh with the armor.

They hadn’t managed it uninjured though. Blood covered Kai’s face from a shallow gash a barely dodge claw had left over his eyebrows. The wound itself had been rapidly healed, but the thing had taken advantage of Kai’s temporary blindness to smash Emiko in the head with one of its stones. Ananya had spent long minutes keeping the unconscious girl out of danger until Kai had found a chance to put enough pressure on the monster that Norah could afford to heal her. She hadn’t been willing to risk a fast and dirty healing spell on a head injury.

Now, back at full strength and the monster on the back foot as Kai struck with ferocious aggression, they aimed to make a decisive blow on the thing. The monsters left foreleg was undefended, the armor long since pealed off, and Ananya made the call.

“Kai, Norah! Focus on the left foreleg! I’ll distract it. Emiko cover me!”

Warning given, she threw herself while building a massive shield in front of herself while Emiko flew fire into the monsters face. As she charged, she flung her steel orbs forward and heard a yowl as one lucky blow hit it in the eye. It wouldn’t do any damage, the thing was absurdly sturdy even in the unarmored areas, but she had its attention.

Hearing the crunching of stone under its paws as it prepared to lunge, she abruptly stopped and braced herself, constructing reinforcing rods behind the shield and out of sight of the monster. The entire construct still shuddered when the beast slammed into her, driving her backward and even forcing one of its claws clear through her defenses. She heard the roar of pain when Kai brought his sword to bear on the things foreleg, but rather than let it change targets she quickly reformed the shield.

The majority of her metal flowed up the things right paw like liquid, reforming into an almost pauldron that kept the beast from being able to bring its fangs to bear on its left side. With only a small amount of metal for her own defense, the thing quickly seized on the opportunity to savage her instead. Using its free paw, it swiped with a savage slash that broke through her defense and left four large gashes across her torso.

Incensed by the sight of her blood the thing tryied to charge her, only to be pulled up short by the vines binding its other foreleg. The thing snarled with contempt, before throwing itself forward with a sickening ripping sound. She saw a fountain of blood as the thing tore itself free, leaving the limb behind. Unable to react, she could only cry out as its jaws closed around her leg.

She barely kept herself conscious as she was flung around like a rag doll, only just able to make out the sounds of Kai giving commands. Realizing the thing was attempting to break her neck, she rapidly shrunk the metal around her shoulders and head to form a sort of brace while cycling plenty of Ki to the area. For a moment, things didn’t seem so bad. Then she felt something give. Her entire body shifted as a deep, tearing pain flowed up from her leg, followed by only blackness as she lost consciousness.

 The world returned as she felt the cool, numbing energy of one of Norah’s healing spells cover her body. Looking around she realized it couldn’t have been that long since she lost consciousness. Everything seemed pretty much the same as before she was grabbed and there wasn’t too large of a pool of blood under her.

#

The fight continued. The thing got revenge when Djimon chose a poor moment to attack and it ripped off his dominant arm while Djimon took its eye. Emiko managed to burn off its entire tail. Ananya herself broke half the things teeth by switching Kai for a solid block of steel.

By the end the thing was swaying drunkenly and clearly having a hard time seeing through its remaining eye. Most of the remaining fur on its body was clotted with large amounts of blood and half of its mane had been sheared off. Only rage kept it on its feet.

#

When Djimon came to get him, Li couldn’t help but gasp in horror at the state of his arm. Or rather the lack of it. The other man had been quick to reassure him that Norah would be able to reattach it when they had a minute, but it was still discomforting to see the bloody rags at the end of the sleeve. Djimon had been quick to change the topic though, and Li let him without argument. Apparently, Kai wanted to show him something.

#

That something turned out to be the Garja’lu. Beaten, battered, seemingly put through a blender, but still alive.

“This is an opportunity Li,” Kai said. “A chance to see what a truly powerful monster is like. You are going to fight it. Don’t worry too much, Norah and Ananya will keep you alive. Take it seriously though. Even like that, it could easily kill you without them to protect you.”

Li couldn’t help but feel some amount of disgust when he heard that. The thing had been kept alive and in pain, tortured really, so that he could fight it. It was…barbaric. But it was also an opportunity for him to get some experience as well. Both kinds. Kai obviously saw the conflicting emotions on his face, because the other man turned to give Li his full attention.

“Like I said. This is an opportunity. I want you to see the kinds of things real adventurers are expected to face. To see the kinds of things we fight either for personal glory or to protect people. We think you could be an impressive adventurer. This is to see if you want to be. Or if seeing what real power is like scares you off.”

He cracked a small smile after finishing his more serious speech, “It would also truly be a shame if you didn’t get any experience from the thing. Even like this you should receive a level or two.”

So Li agreed to fight.

#

According to Norah, without her and Ananya’s intervention he would have died seventeen times. Mostly because even a single hit would have crushed him and none of his force constructs were strong enough to actually stop any of the things attacks. In comparison, his own attack did nothing to the monster.

His flying daggers were barely pinpricks and even the Stonepiercer rune could only make those into the equivalent of paper cuts. His Force of the Colossus Armor, even running at full strength, still made him feel like a toddler fighting an adult. Even his Potential Energy Well spell could only any real damage if he hit the thing in a critical location. It wouldn’t even leave a mark on the remaining pieces of armor.

Each minute left him feeling more despondent and bruised. He couldn’t help but feel as if he had been set up to fail. But that didn’t mean he was going to quit.

What finally had done the trick was a rather brutal combination of cut throat tactics. He had thrown himself straight at the things face with a burst from his armor, driving his runed knife into the things already blind eye. It barely sunk in far enough for the knife to actually stick, but that was all he needed. From there he had slowly used potential energy well spells on the knife, punching the pommel with reinforced strikes whenever he could so that each time the spell released it would drive the blade another inch or two into the things eye.

Eventually Li had found his hands covered in blood and gore and the knife had found itself driven all the way into the monster’s brain. He had barely remained conscious long enough to read the system messages before he passed out.
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#

Norah finished patching Li up, but let him continue to sleep. He’d started awake briefly when she finished the healing, but the sleeping draught and exhaustion meant he was never even fully conscious. Her perception spell, Shape of the Soul, let her know that he had gained access to a beginner class, though since it was only level one she couldn’t tell which.

He wasn’t the only one going through changes.

Almost as soon as she had finished reattaching his arm, Djimon had been encased in an orb of shifting shadows. He must have achieved a Racial Evolution, for which she was happy for him. He’d never much cared for his born race and had already denied several evolutions as he worked for a path to become who he wanted to be.

She wasn’t sure what he’d been offered by the shop this time, but he was obviously happy about it. That or he was tired of waiting. She hoped it was the former. He deserved it.

Done smothering her pups, she left the heavily bandaged and sleeping group of four to go join Kai by the fire. The other leader of their little team had been busy getting the survivors set up and prepared to leave while she’d been dealing with their own injuries.

“Surprised he actually managed to kill the thing. I was expecting to have to step in at the very end.”

“He’s resourceful, you know that.  And you can’t be too terribly surprised considering you refused to take my bet that he’d manage it.”

“Nobody should be as good at gambling as you are. What is your Luck stat anyway?”

“It was hardly a gamble Kai. I just had a feeling.”

“Hah.”

Kai sat in silence for a little while after that before finally speaking, “Do you still think this is not the end of it? That there is something else wrong with the dungeon?”

“Unfortunately. I don’t know what this thing was doing out here, but I won’t feel comfortable until we figure that out.”

“Do you think we should take a look inside the mountain. Once the Mountain Gatekeeper is defeated and the gates are properly aligned, we would have an hour to scout it out. Go in, take a look around, and get out? Or maybe just send Djimon.”

“I would rather do it as a team if I’m being honest. Besides, we’d all have to be there to beat the mid Boss anyway. Well, maybe not all of us.”

“Fair enough. I would rather have the safety of numbers while we go in there anyway.”

“Do you want to tell them or should I?”

“I will.”

“You don’t always have to be the bearer of bad news Kai.”

“I do not have to be, but we both know it makes them feel better when I say it. I am more likely to have a plan to deal with it instead of some insane long shot that was made on a whim.”

“Well now, that just seems rude.”

The two laughed as they enjoyed the fire and waited for morning.

#

When Li woke up in the morning, he had been surprised to find a rather lanky man six wearing Djimon’s robes. The individual had to be six or so inches shorter than the other man if you discounted the tall, deer like horns that protruded from his brow. While the man’s skin was dark, there were patches of pitch black – the kind of black that seemed to actively absorb the light around it – that formed shifting shapes on his arms.

He nearly jumped in shock when the man spoke in Djimon’s voice, “What’s the matter Li? I have something on my face?”

“The hell? What happened to you?”

“Oh come on,” Emiko chimed in, “I know Djimon’s ugly, but it’s not nice to point it out like that!”

“Hey!”

Emiko dodged the small pebble the stranger who apparently was Djimon lightly tossed at her. She turned back to see Li’s flabbergasted face and took on a thoughtful expression.

“You’ve never seen a Racial Evolution, have you? Or at least not one as extreme as Djimon’s here. That’s fair, most people don’t change so much when they evolve.”

“Damn…I heard the shop mention that as a possibility. I just…didn’t expect quite so big of a change.”

“Yeah, that’s fair,” Djimon chimed in. “I’m not a Tavulus anymore. Now I’m an Ancerva, a distant relative you might say. I think I’m going to miss the height a little bit, but I always felt a little…large in my old body. Like I was always taking up too much space. This feels a lot better.”

“Looks like you are Shadow Touched too.”

“Yep! Got a couple fun Racial Skills and I can already feel how it’s empowering my spells.”

Shortly afterward Ananya joined them with a large tray of eggs and bacon, and the three realized just how hungry they were. All four elected to stop talking until they’d filled the empty voids in their stomachs. It was just as they were finishing that Norah and Kai joined them.

Apparently the two had been trading with the remainder of the Rosewater Bazaar. Trading in what they could, buying some more supplies, and leaving messages with the remaining Adventurers to be taken to the guild. The survivors would be leaving soon, once they had gathered what they could, but the party was taking off as soon as food was done and everyone was packed.  Nobody wanted to stay on this bloody battlefield longer than they had to.

According to Kai, they would be going to scout out the mountain, assuming the mid Boss hadn’t changed. If it had been replaced with something more dangerous, they’d re-assess. Norah had been pretty clear that that meant they would probably leave the dungeon and tell the guild they needed to call in someone higher ranking. A prospect none of the Wandering Horizons team members seemed to like.

With nothing left to say, they packed up and headed off into the dungeon.

#

Less than three days later, Li had found himself sitting on a ledge and looking down on the mountain below. The boss room had turned out to be a large, square room at the top of a set of covered stairs. The platform had nothing but a waste high railing on three of the sides, and you could see miles of Labyrinth all around them. Along with the slowly spinning dungeon in front of them, maybe five hundred feet away. Far below, the base of the mountain spread below the platform.

The Mountain Gatekeeper himself had turned out to be something of a disappointment. The massive, spear and shield wielding golem had been powerful, but had put nowhere near the same level of pressure on Li and the team as the Garja’lu had. He had to admit, the Gatekeeper had been far more visually impressive though. A statue so detailed it almost seemed alive. Eyes made of carved jewels and fine inlays of various metals turned it into a gorgeous work of art.

Until they had smashed it to pieces, just like Kai and Norah had anticipated.

Now it was time to move deeper in. At least temporarily. According to Kai and Norah, once a day a large bridge would become accessible. They described it as…fan shaped. The bridge never stopped moving, but because of the wide outer edge it would continue to allow somebody to pass without issue for the entire hour. Now they were just waiting for it to get here.

#

The bridge had turned out to be fairly boring. The entire thing was covered, with no way to see outside, and the mosaics on the walls were so faded as to be nearly impossible to make out. Some massive serpent consuming monsters and slowly growing in size. It wasn’t the first snake imagery in the dungeon, but Li still wasn’t sure what to make of it. According to Norah, the boss monster of this dungeon was another golem. The Mountain King or something.

The gates were more interesting, if only because in this area the mosaics were better cared for. It seemed to show an army of stone golems warding off the massive serpent, but slowly being torn apart and destroyed. Right up until the gates themselves, which appeared as two massive tower shields held up by a frame shaped like a pair of golems. As they approached the gates pulled to either side, as if the golems were creating an opening for them to escape through.

“Alright everyone,” Kai checked a pocket watch then continued, “The gates will remain open for another fifty-three minutes. I want us back through them in forty. Sound good?”

At the general sounds of agreement, Kai stepped through. Li himself, as the most vulnerable in the party, was the last one through. Which meant he was closest when the gate slammed shut just inches behind him.

“Um, Kai, I thought these were supposed to stay open?”  
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        Chapter 29: The Final Test

    
    
    
    
                I thank my brethren for taking my fears and worries seriously. I know my particular brand of skills is useful, if often unreliable, and am glad to have your trust in such matters. Cumulus, I will provide you what aid my forecasts might provide. Let us meet in three days’ time at the Gates of Udopeln. I have research to conduct. Information to gather that I believe will be of use to you in the days to come. – Letter from the Voice Cirrostratus


“We are, of course, more than willing to help you where we can. That said, I must confess that we had to give up before the final challenge in the dungeon. There is only so much confirmed information we can give, along with a healthy amount of hearsay we traded for with various other adventuring parties in the center of the dungeon.”

Azim had insisted on maintaining an uncomfortable formality during their meeting, something that had never been Sahar’s strong suit. In fact, her discomfort with formality was one of the many reasons she spent so little time among other members of the clergy. She much preferred maintaining a relaxed atmosphere that could encourage clear, open communication. Still, you didn’t get through seminary school without being able to at least play along with the formal types.

“Apparently defeating this dungeon is common, as far as such things are measured, with at least one completed clear a year. We were lucky enough to arrive a few weeks after the last successful clear. A party of Bio-Mages called Animal Kingdom was apparently responsible, and they were more than willing to share their experience afterward.”

  Bio-Mages. Now that was interesting. They were comparatively rare, being that most types of Bio-Magic were considered Ancient Magic. Technically Balam fell into that type, but Bio-Mages were generally considered any type of mage whose magic focused on their own or other’s bodies rather than a broader, outside concept. It wasn’t an official classification, like those designated by the system, and what did or did not fall under the classification often changed based off of local traditions. Some would even count forms of Healing Magic as Biomancy.

“Any information would be appreciated of course.” It would be best to downplay her interest here. There was no hard price on knowledge, and any success at downplaying the depth of their interest could pay large dividend. “Are you headed back out of the dungeon then?”

The leader of Twin Calderas gave something of a wry smile after that. “Yes. Leaving the dungeon and, probably, leaving the country afterwards. We know our limits and we’ve gotten as far in this place as we’re going to manage for some time.”

“A wise decision to leave then.”

Sahar did her best to keep her excitement from her face. If she was lucky, and the other party really was leaving, this could be an opportunity for Green Dawn. They might have some amount of specialty equipment they would be willing to part with if they had something of interest to the other group.

“Perhaps you would be interested in a trade of more than just knowledge? If you truly intend to end your dive that is.”

The man’s return smile alerted her that he was more than amenable to such a transaction. It also made her weep for her pocketbook. He knew he had something. Something she would want, and probably desperately.

“Ah, certainly. I think you will find we have some very unique items available that you would be hard pressed to find equivalents of in the Zoramir Kingdom. We come from Helathrin, you see, far south of here. Our land is known for the large amount of volcanic activity in the region and we have worked for generations to create enchantments for dealing with such areas. It is part of why we attempted this particular dungeon.”

It appeared she had found something serendipitous for herself and her team. She’d almost call it a gold mine, if not for the absolute certainty that their money would soon be flowing in the opposite direction.

#

She knew something interesting was going on in the camp. Not only was another group, the first they had run into since leaving Alejandro’s little outpost, down there, but the rest of the party had returned from their various secret tasks. She still didn’t know what Xavier, Andre, and Balam had been doing these last days. Every time she’d asked about the three, Sahar had told her to focus on her own task.

That was fine though. She’d been playing with her options after Balam had reminded her, she wasn’t the scout. She didn’t need to be able to clear traps, just avoid them. With that in mind, she needed to stop thinking of this as a two-hundred-foot bridge. She needed to think of it as a one-hundred-and-seventy-foot bridge, which she could then Thunderstep the last thirty feed of.

That was easy. She could run that in about ten seconds. Throw in the fact that the traps took a solid second or two to actually activate, that meant she only had to keep running for eight seconds to make it through. If you didn’t account for the stopping power of burning hot powder smacking into your face. Besides, based off of what she’d been told, without Sahar and Veronika’s protection even that little bit of time would be enough to kill her. Sahar wouldn’t count just running through the cloud as a success.

The key word there, of course, was just.

#

“According to Azim, the final challeng in this dungeon is exactly what we had previously heard. A boss rush.”

There was a chorus of groans at this, along with more than a little disgruntled muttering. Nobody liked dealing with boss rushes. At least sane person did. Even Veronika hated dealing with the stress of fighting so many dangerous monsters in a row. Most parties wouldn’t even attempt a boss rush unless they were at least a rank above the dungeon. Or they had spent a fortune in resources to deal with each opponent.

“Damn it…I know we were not planning on actually clearing this dungeon, but boss rushes are always a nightmare. Were they at least able to tell us what we would be fighting?”

Sahar smiled at Veronika’s words. She didn’t like boss rushes, but she also wasn’t one to turn away from the chance for hunting potentially unique creatures. The draw of rare trophies was just too much for the woman. In her mind they had already decided to at least try to kill the first few.

“More importantly,” Xavier interrupted. “Where they able to tell us if leaving between the boss monsters was an option? Or would challenging one result in us having to challenge them all?”

His role as the voice of reason for their group wasn’t always glamorous, but it was important. They would never have made it so far without his input. Sahar would always be glad she had managed to convince him to come adventuring.

“Azim made it clear that you do not need to challenge all ten bosses. His own party made three attempts on the final challenge, and were able to defeat the third boss on their final attempt. According to him, there in nothing preventing you from abandoning the field at any time. At least at first.”

“At first?” The Earth Mage obviously didn’t like the sound of that.

“At first.” Sahar confirmed, “Apparently the center of the dungeon is surrounded by a spinning column of fire. Our little road here goes straight into it, and ends in an isthmus on the other side. Each group that goes through the wall of fire is taken to a different instance of this final room, allowing an undetermined number of groups to challenge the bosses at once.”

“Spatial manipulation? I know it is more common in dungeons with boss rushes, but isn’t it fairly rare in such low rank dungeons?”

It was rare for Balam to speak up during these strategy meetings, he must have been exceedingly curious.

“Yes, it is surprising to see. Not unheard of, but certainly strange. The even stranger part is the fact you aren’t locked into this other space. You may walk back out through the fire, ending a boss fight early.”

Xavier spoke back up at this, “Strangely considerate. Such behavior usually means the challenge itself is all the harder though.”

“True. I also believe it is something of a mental pressure point as well. Twin Calderas could not confirm this next bit, but according to the information they had gathered leaving is far less of an option after the fifth boss. The route leading out will melt, leaving you stranded on an island, and the flames themselves cease being harmless. You can still technically leave, but most who do are left with severe burns. From there, the island will shrink with each fight and the flames become hotter and hotter, making it more and more of a risk to even attempt escape.”

“Lovely,” Came Xavier’s sardonic response.

“As for Veronika’s question, they were able to tell us a number of the monsters we will certainly phase and some we might face. According to Azim, once a day for ten days a monster will be spawned to fight the adventurers in the final space. The first five are at least somewhat consistent, though the last five change rather drastically. At least two dozen potential monsters have been identified so far.”

“So, the first five are meant to make people comfortable and cause them to let down their guard, only to be trapped and crushed on the back half?”

Asher’s comment caught Sahar off guard. She hadn’t expected the other woman, intrepid as she was, to participate. Most new adventurers were a bit too intimidated, or too scared of saying something stupid, to speak up in their first strategy meeting.

“That is exactly what the point of this is, at least in my mind. It is rather devious, but you see those sorts of designs in the older dungeons.”

“Well, shouldn’t we at least attempt the first four? It seems like any argument for the last half should be based off of how well the early fights go. Until then, the goal remains the same. Try to get to the center of the dungeon and keep gathering information.”

Sahar smiled at the other woman, “That is exactly my thoughts. With that in mind, let’s talk about what else our guests have to offer.”

#

Twin Calderas had agreed to stay another day while Sahar bartered with them for their remaining equipment. It had been a calculated move on Azim’s part. They were far enough out at this point that he felt comfortable selling some of their more useful equipment, but they were still close enough to the center that parties would be worrying about what they might need for the final fight. Every day after this, the equipment would lose some small amount of value as that need became less and less pressing.

At least for most of what they carried.

One or two of the types of items they carried would be useful anywhere in this dungeon and they would hold onto most of it for as long as possible. After all, they would be just as useful for protecting a weakened party attempting to leave as they would a lower rank party trying to advance.

As he left his tent, finished with his morning prayer to Ak’telan the Earthbreaker, he noticed that the girl from the bridge yesterday was once again pacing and observing the earth closely. The woman who was his counterpart in the other party was also present, keeping a watchful eye on the girl. It was strange. The younger woman was obviously looking for the traps on the bridge, but as far as he could tell she couldn’t actually see anything.

“Is something wrong with your rogue’s sensory skill?” He had heard of certain circumstances that could cause such abilities to begin to act up, though his own Motion Sense had never given him such issues.

“Oh no, Asher doesn’t have a perception ability. Not yet at least. She is new to the adventuring life, and I have told her she must attempt to cross the bridge on her own. Something of a test. I might have even implied being capable of such a feat was to be expected from someone of her level by mentioning that all the rest of us have a way through.”

Azim blinked at that. “She has no perception ability, but has managed to make it a quarter of the way across the bridge regardless? Impressive. What type of magic does she use? Are you hoping to help her awaken a sensory skill specific to traps?”

The woman laughed a little. “No, I am not trying to awaken any particular type of sensory skill. Her element is not well situated to such a use regardless. The girl is simply very headstrong. Brave, or perhaps foolish depending on your viewpoint. This is simply meant to be a lesson that not all dangers are obvious. I believe in another few days, this will be driven deep enough into her to have solidified the lesson.”

Azim decided to tactfully ignore that she had snubbed his first question. It had been somewhat questionable to ask in the first place. Asking another adventurer, especially one you did not plan to team up with, specifics on what they could do could be seen as anything from uncouth to an outright threat. Especially this far into a dungeon.

“Ah, you hope to teach her the importance of having a team you can trust and not simply rushing ahead.”

“Precisely. She spent to much of her foundational moments forced to act as a one-woman force. It has given her some unhealthy habits. She does well with a team, and there has been no friction, but she still thinks of herself as an individual rather than a part of a whole. One person can not be expected to do everything.”

“Very true. Still, there aren’t many who would be willing to spend so long failing to do something.”

“True. But like I said, she was forced into a situation where the only thing she could count on was herself. She has a drive very few would match. Perhaps she’ll surprise me and accomplish my little task. I am undecided on if that would be better or worse for her current development.”

“It is always a risk with the young ones. If you set before them a goal, and they accomplish it in a way they were not meant to have they still learned the right lessons? Have you, as the teacher, done more harm or good by your actions?”

“Hah. It doesn’t matter what age your student is. That worry is always there.”

#

She had told Sahar not to bother paying too much attention to her this morning. She had a new idea in mind, and it was going to take some practice before she could implement it. That meant she wouldn’t even be attempting the bridge until at least the afternoon, possibly even the evening.

What she was trying was a stretch. Not so much on her magic, as on her own concentration and ability to multitask. Any individual piece would be easy. It was doing it all at once, under a strict time frame, that would be the problem. She was going to have to juggle three fairly simple activities, all without loosing focus on her surroundings.

With that in mind, the first step was easy. To anyone observing her, all she was doing was running back and forth in a maybe five-hundred-foot line. That theoretical observer would also note the numerous times she seemed to trip over her own feet and go sprawling to the ground.

#

Unlike normal, Balam had been sent to heavily scout the area behind Green Dawn. He was supposed to be looking for a route that would take the other group toward the south of the lake. Apparently their own scout, the man with the broken leg named Johan, had mostly recovered, but still didn’t feel up to the task quite yet. As part of their trade deal, Sahar had offered up Balam’s services in the meantime.

He had been given the other party’s own rough map of their route through this area and had been asked to spend the day adding to it. Same as he would for their own group, he was on the lookout for traps, monsters, and other potential hazards. He had also been given the directive to look for alternative routes as their original path had apparently been convoluted and rather dangerous in places.

He couldn’t say that he had the best impression of Johan’s skills.

Still, at least he was getting the chance to really run. It was hard to do while the group was moving, since he needed to constantly double back to make sure they were following the right route and no new dangers had appeared. It was rare that he really got to go all out.

Running through the dungeon felt freeing in a way he couldn’t quite describe. Like every step was another little accomplishment. It also helped him get out of his own head as he had to focus on the job. No time to worry about how he had probably made an absolute embarrassment of himself in one way or another when he needed to focus on finding out where some sort of giant fire-breathing snail nested.

Maybe it wasn’t all bad, He thought as he ran along. It seems like something I said made a difference. She’s definitely trying something new.

He also had to admit it had been pretty funny to watch her hair frizz out when she lost her temper after tripping and tumbling in a pot hole. Magic could have strange effects when emotions got high. Hers apparently give her the worst bed head he had ever seen on a person as static built up in it and caused it to poof uncontrollably.

She must have been pretty frustrated. I wonder if there is anything I can do when I get back. He thought about it for a while, considering things he enjoyed when something was frustrating him. Maybe a nice cup of tea.

It never occurred to him that most people would consider a hot drink in the hellish heat surrounding them to be a torture all its own.

#

When she finally grew too frustrated to continue with her first training exercise, Asher moved on to the second. Which was more running. This time though, it was more obvious what was going on. Especially when random sparks of electricity started popping and crackling every time she lost concentration, flying between herself and anything that got too close.

At least Veronika had taken some amount of pity on her, helping set up a large, circular tent Green Dawn apparently kept on hand for meetings with bigger groups. Even then, it was only about thirty feet across. She had to run around the outer perimeter five or six times to equal her earlier distance. It was worth it though to be in the shade, especially when Veronika started using her magic to decrease the temperature inside the tent.

“It’s just so frustrating! If I try to focus on the spell, I can’t keep track of what is in front of my feet. If I try to run without tripping, I start losing the spell. I can feel that it doesn’t want to be used this way. This isn’t how it is meant to work. Its close enough to force the change though.”

“Some spells are like that,” Veronika nodded along. “Still, with a little experimentation and a lot of repetition you should be able to make small adaptations like that to the spell. Just be careful not to go too overboard. Too many changes in too many directions will cause the spell form to break down, and then things start getting dangerous. It is hard to tell exactly what that limit is too.”

“I’ve heard that. Rebecca called it something…attuning a spell I think? Basically, making small shift to the core purpose of a spell a little bit at a time to change it from something generic to the exact tool you need. It also is supposed to make casting the spell in general easier right?”

“Yep. That’s exactly what I’m talking about. Most mages will attune all their spells at least once over the years. More than once if there is a major change in their magic. The process takes months at minimum, but when it is finished the spells just feel so much better.”

“Well, that will be good in the long run. Doesn’t help me much now though. Guess my only option for now is to go for ‘good enough’ and keep practicing once this is all over.”

Veronika gave her a little bit of a look at this. “You think you have a way to beat Sahar’s little challenge? Did you purchase a new spell or something?”

“Yeah, I do. And no, nothing like that. Probably would have resorted to that sooner or later if Balam hadn’t given me a bit of advice though. I’m glad too. As much as I recognize how important trap sensing is, I really didn’t want that to be the goal of my next purchase.”

“Well, whatever happens just remember. Failing this is not the end of the world. I am not saying do not try your best. I am just saying to remember that what is important is the lesson you take from the test, rather than whether you succeed or fail.”

“I’ll do my best Veronika. And by that, I mean I’m going to take a lesson from it and beat it.”

#

“You can’t be serious. Some of the things I’ve offered are worth way more than that! I don’t care how good your woodworker is, I refuse to believe his carvings are would make the difference!”

Azim had to admit he had been enjoying his day. Barter had always been something of a passion of his. Most of the reason he did adventuring was to supply his own mercantile interests. Something he had gathered was a bit of a shared spirit with this other group. That goodwill wasn’t going to let him take a bad deal however!

No, he owed it to his party to get the best price possible out of this other group. Even if the woman across from him was almost uncanny in spotting when he was willing to go lower on his prices.

“It is a fair offer. I suggest you take it, before I have Veronika take my place in here. She would undoubtedly tell me I am being far too soft.”

“Veronika, that is the pale woman who helped your trainee set up her tent?”

Azim found it hard to believe there was a tougher negotiator in the other group. Especially that woman. She and the scout seemed the most like your more average adventurer. Here for the story and the excitement, not the potential riches.

“Oh yes. I’m only bartering with you because I like you Azim. Veronika is who we usually send to make these types of deals. Apparently, her family thinks of trade as something of a competition and source of pride. She’s been browbeating merchants into subservience since she was seven.”

He had heard that many of the far north tribes considered merchants as important as warriors. Something about being the only reliable way to get the supplies their tribes so dearly needed and their best traders being considered something of a guardian of the tribes’ well-being. Supposedly they’d been making something of a terror of themselves in various markets the last decades.

And if that massive fur coat the insane woman walked around in was anything to go by, she was certainly a northerner.

“I thank you for your consideration then. Still, I can not help but be skeptical of your friend’s fame as a carver. Perhaps you have a fewer higher end pieces you might show me to prove his skill? If I am being honest, I am far more interested in the stone statues I’ve seen your earth mage making. Would any of those be available for trade?”

“Xavier’s work? I’ll admit he has an eye for fine detail, but the art dealers have never had as much interest as Andre has enjoyed. At least not for the small stuff.”

“I suppose there is a certain amount of beauty his creations have an advantage in. Still, I have no eye for carvings and can not speak to its value. You must understand, wood is a prized material where I come from. There is good soil, but trees grow too slowly. They are destroyed far to often by the lava flows. What wood we have is saved for more material purposes. Stone, on the other hand. I know the value of such pieces. While he will never be a household name, Xavier could easily make a living selling such works in my homeland.”

“I suppose that makes sense. I would think that merely makes Andre’s work all the more valuable though…”

Soon the two had moved on to the next topic, each eager to see what other treasures they could extract from their opposition.

#

The first thing Balam heard as he returned to Green Dawn’s camp that afternoon was a series of booms from atop the bridge. Whatever Asher was doing, she had apparently explosively set off more than a few traps. He hoped she wasn’t trying to merely break the things with brute force. That would just result in a continuous cloud of poisonous ash filling the area until the dungeon repaired itself.

The pressure wouldn’t be able to build, so it would me more of a creeping stream than a blast. That would still make the route impossible to anyone without solid defensive magic though. Which included himself, and he had been hoping to do some more scouting on the other side of the bridge this evening.

When he got closer, he found Asher deep in conversation with Veronika. A rather irritated looking Sahar stood to the side next to a visibly concerned Azim. It appeared the two had set up inside Sahar’s tent and had been deep in conversation when the explosion had gone off. The two seemed less than pleased, though Azim seemed surprisingly understanding all things considered.

“Sorry everyone!” Asher called out to the camp. “There was an…unexpected reaction and I used a bit more mana in my spell than I meant to. I don’t think there is any danger though!”

Balam was only half paying attention to her words. He was too focused on a number of black scorch marks that surrounded several of the traps. Whatever she had done, she definitely hadn’t been holding back. That or she had much larger mana reserves than he thought.

#

“It was expensive, but our new acquaintances had a number of items of value. The first new toys are for Andre and Xavier.”

It had been a productive day in her mind. Maybe a little overly exciting toward the end, considering it was supposed to be a peaceful day in camp, but she couldn’t complain too much. As she spoke, she took a pair of shields out of her backpack. Each was constructed of some sort of leather. Leather that was strangely smooth and reflective, almost more like flexible obsidian than some type of skin.

“According to Azim, these are made of Lava Eel leather. Not only are they highly resistant to heat and fire, they are also significantly tougher than any normal leather shield. They have also been reinforced with an enchantment, while a second shares some amount of those heat resistances with the user and their magic. Twin Calderas apparently has two entire sets of the armor made of the stuff, but they were unwilling to part with it. Not that it would have been likely to fit.”

There were a number of appreciative gasps at her description, which she was gratified to hear. She was particularly proud of convincing Azim to part with them. They had only agreed because they had four shields in total and had hunted enough Lava Eels to make a dozen or more replacements. Even then, it had hurt to part with so much of their collective fortune for the items.

“What I have next is a little less impressive, but will probably be even more important in the long run.”

As she spoke she pulled out a stack of black bandannas, each embroidered with silver thread. They didn’t particularly stand out and were, in fact, quite unremarkable beyond a certain durability that the thicker than normal cloth conveyed. Thankfully, each appeared unused, almost new.

“These are apparently something of a staple product of Helathrin. Each of these bandannas is made of a material Azim would not share with me, but that will naturally filter smoke and ash. This has been enhanced with a minor enchantment that does the same, along with one meant to retain moisture and one to protect against heat.

Not a necessity for us, but a welcome relief to the hardships of this dungeon in my opinion. Well worth the comparatively low cost he assigned them. I have purchased two for each of us.”

While the shield seemed to mostly elicit excitement and interest, this item was greeted with more than a few sounds of gratitude. It was easily apparent that everyone else was as eager to escape some of dungeon’s the constant discomfort as Sahar was.

“Along with the bandanna’s, I also purchased these. They were a little more expensive, but should add to our comfort during the remainder of our stay.”

As she spoke, she pulled out a set of four identical pins. Each was shaped into a war hammer overlaying a hollow ring of flame. Sahar showed that she had already clipped her own onto the front of her robe and gestured to Veronika who pulled open her coat to show one buttoned on the inside.

“These were a little more expensive, as the party had no extras. They were willing to part with them only because they were leaving the dungeon and did not expect to need a replacement until returning home. These pins are enchanted to stabilize the environment within a few inches of the wearer, bringing the surrounding temperature more in line with the users own.

“Originally, they would only reduce the surrounding temperature, but Veronika’s assistance meant we were able to adjust that with the help of Twin Calderas’ enchanter. Now they will also increase the surrounding temperature, so they should be good for cold weather as well.

“Keep in mind this is still a rather weak enchantment, so don’t expect it to magically make the temperature perfect. If you feed it mana though, you can get small bursts of real comfort out of them.”

If the scarves had been met with eagerness, there was a downright race for the remaining members of the party to claim their pin.

“The rest of the items I bought are a bit more situational. They’re all single use and could make all the difference in a fight. A handful of fire resistance potions, a scroll of solidification that has been edited to be extra effective on magma, and a Blizzard scroll.”

There were gasps when she mentioned the final item, along with stunned silence that left Asher confused until Sahar continued.

“I know, a scroll with an Advanced spell. Something nobody at our rank could ever expect to have on their person. Most of my time was spent bartering for this one item. A weapon that is effectively our trump card in this place. We had a few things going for us, thankfully, or we never would have been able to afford it.

“Twin Calderas received a pair of these scrolls from the third boss monsters when they defeated it. Something considered a very rare reward. Twin Calderas only agreed to part with one because they had nobody who could charge the scroll with mana. Veronika is going to be very, very busy tonight. She’ll also be using three of our mana potions to finish in time.”

There wasn’t much else the party could talk about with what remained of the meeting, there was too much excitement surrounding their new equipment. Along with a certain amount of fear on more than one face at the small fortune Sahar must have spent while they were whiling away the day.

#

It was early the next morning when Asher made what she knew was going to be her final attempt on the Bridge. She had managed to convince Sahar and Veronika to give her a single chance before they headed to sleep after a long night of work. Veronika completing finicky, careful mana transfer while Sahar kept her going without loss of concentration.

As she prepared herself for the attempt, she readied an Electropulse Enchantment. It was the core of this plan, since she knew the mana from the enchantment would set off most magical traps. The main issue was that she needed the power to be released in a slow, steady stream rather than a single burst, something the spell was not naturally inclined to do. It took focus to limit the outflow so that all the mana wasn’t used at once.

The second complication was that she needed to severely limit the power and range. She needed to set off the traps, but using a small amount of power meant it took almost two and a half seconds for the trap to actually go off after being tripped in this way. A higher voltage would cause it to go off in a fifth of the time. She needed to keep the range short enough that the resulting delay allowed her to implement the second part of her plan.

The final problem, and the one she had run into yesterday, was that magical traps would apparently ground her spell, causing it to rapidly siphon off the mana reserves. Her original plan had called for loading the enchantment with enough mana to last the entire ten seconds she needed for running across the bridge. The instant discharge from the grounding effect had been…explosive. To counteract the issue, she needed to constantly stream a tiny amount of mana to keep the reservoir from emptying. Without supplying so much mana that she caused a massive overload.

Part two of the plan was to use Overcharge to notice the signs of trap activation as early as possible. With the delay from the low charge, that would allow her to instantly change her direction to avoid traps before they went off. The problem with this was that running while her mind was sped up was disorienting at best. She had to entirely relearn her pacing to account for what felt like moving much, much slower. The issue was less prevalent in short burst, but when she needed to maintain a running pace and the spell for at least a dozen seconds it could become a real issue.

The important part though, what she had determined with some early experimenting the previous evening, was that it worked! It was taxing, and took so much concentration that she was basically a sitting duck while she ran, but it could get her through the trap field.

It was to her almost maniacal laughter that the rest of the camp woke, hearing her call of victory as she ran the last few feet. Clouds of deadly ash hot on her heals, she dove forward and activated Thunderstep to jump past the last section of the bridge. Laying on her back on the far side, fists pumping in the air in victory, Green Dawn could only smile that she had managed what most, but not all, of them had thought would be impossible.

#

Shortly afterward, Twin Calderas had interrupted their small celebration to give their own congratulations and wish them farewell. It was the last the two parties would likely see of each other, but had enjoyed a fairly comfortable alliance for what short time they had had. It was the last truly interesting event Green Dawn would experience before reaching the Central Caldera of The Blighted Basin a few scant weeks later.

            

    
        Chapter 30: Theft in the Night

    
    
    
    
                My brothers and sisters, the times ahead will be tough. A trial we have not seen in ages. But I have faith in us. In our wisdom, our strength, and our leadership. The Storm is at our back and the Herald flies with us. We will bring our people a brighter future. – Letter from the Voice Cirrus


When Elijah had revealed his choices from ranking up his spells, he had expected at least a little bit of pushback. Complaints that he hadn’t followed every carefully laid plan he had spent hours creating with Niels, Theo, and Seba. That he had decided to follow a random whim, a gut instinct more than anything, while actually doing the fusion. It had felt right though, and he was more than happy with the results.

Thankfully, the various members of Hidden Opportunity agreed that, regardless of if he had followed the plan or not, he had ended up with much better Intermediate spells than they had expected. That on its own would have been enough to keep them from complaining, but his new aura power had had almost all of them too excited to even think about Elijah going off script.

So excited that they had wasted no time in putting together a small expedition for Elijah to try it out.

Less than an hour later the entire team found themselves out in the forest, doing their best to sneak around amongst the now leafless trees while looking for a suitable enemy. They had only recently moved from fall to winter and the trees still unnerved Elijah, given that each one was strangely pale and…crooked. Each branch was almost like an unnatural chain of finger bones, grasping out for them. He also swore he saw them moving in the corner of his eye, even without a breeze.

A lot of the weaker monsters were entirely absent this far in, being forced out by the stronger species. Except the rats. The rats were everywhere. He had yet to go a day without seeing a swarm of the ravenous things, and was continuously grateful that between the crown and his aura the things were practically repelled by his presence.

Today’s prey, which they had been hunting for a while now, was a squat, cat like ghoul heavily armored in bone. It had caught their attention when they found it killing one of the Ghoul Deer and dragging off the corpse after scattering the things entire herd. The monster had some kind of yowl that seemed to cut through the anger and bloodthirst that had been all they had seen in the creatures so far, replacing it with panic. Hoping this thing might be a clue to making it further in the dungeon, Niels had decided to kill two birds with one stone and target this thing for testing Elijah’s new spells.

Even without accounting for the yowl, the thing looked tough. Despite barely coming up to Elijah’s thigh, it was almost as wide as it was tall and built like a small tank. The bone plating added obvious weight that showed in every step, but it still maintained that grace so ubiquitous with felines. The creature lacked the oversized jaws Elijah had grown used to seeing in the Forest’s monsters, but made up for it with a pair of large spikes on each armored shoulder that reached out past their heads. The front claws were every bit as oversized and wicked as he was used to seeing, built to cause as much damage as possible without any regard for the creature’s comfort or general use. All of that with enough strength to easily carry a truly massive ghoul deer through the forest for several miles before eventually hauling it up a tree.

That was when Elijah finally made his move. Just as the large cat took its first bite, he activated his new aura spell while charging the tree as fast as his reinforced body could manage. Around him in a maybe ten foot radius circle, a red fog began boiling off the ground from strange runes that appeared at regular intervals at the edge of his aura’s range. Immediately, the creature let out an annoyed screech that rattled Elijah’s bones, but he also saw it stumble a little bit as it hopped to its feet.

The spell was called Hemoreign Aura, and the effects were everything his allies had promised. The initial effects of the aura were almost as dangerous as the stacked version of his old Blood Roil Aura. In addition to all of his blood roil aura spells, Elijah had also included his Bleed spell. As a side effect of Bleed being added to the spell, enemy wounds wound no longer naturally heal at all as long as a target stayed within range of his aura and even the tiniest scratch would absolutely gush blood. Something made obvious as the monster’s own claws cut into paws and soaked the matted fur in red.

As the red mist began to rise, he looked to each member of Hidden Opportunities and twisted a part of the spell that sat deep inside his chest. With each twist, one of his allies seemed to release a slight tightness to their face and replace it with a grin. Then they started to advance as well, just a little faster than they ever had before.

Along with everything else, Elijah had added the ally designation spell into the mix, with immediately obvious benefits. Where before he needed at least a second or two and some concentration to exclude somebody from his aura’s effects, it was now as easy as flipping a switch for whether a target should be helped or hindered by his powers. It still wasn’t automatic, he needed to continue practicing with his combat style to make the change reflexive, but it was a lot faster when dealing with multiple allies being in his range.

And more importantly he could do more than simply keep them from experiencing negative side effects. Now, thanks to including Blood Rush into the fusion, he could simultaneously weaken opponents and strengthen allies within its range. When he used the little twist, his mana shifted from attacking the person’s body to actively assisting them. According to Theo, the dual nature of his spell was fairly rare, but Elijah could only think how perfect it was for what he wanted to be. A powerful support for his allies and bane for his enemies, someone who’s mere presence could turn the tides of a fight.

Niels had been particularly happy to see Elijah’s new spells. The team was built around Niels hitting things as hard as possible while the rest of the team worked to back him up. Whether through empowering him like with Theo’s potions or weakening the opponent like with Seba’s poisons, Hidden Opportunity’s goal in any fight was to hunker down and endure enemy attention while Niels cut through them. Elijah’s new aura accomplished all three at once and Niels was of the opinion it did a good job of rounding out the team.

Letting out a cry, knowing he could count on everyone else to do their job, Niels sent his ki spiraling through a new series of channels in his body. As he charged toward the large cat as it glared balefully down at him, he felt a sensation like every hair on his body standing on end as a wave of blood emerged from within him.

#

As his team charged from below, Niels flung himself at the monster with a massive leap, twisting the air into a burst under his feet to propel himself forward. Below him, preparing for the beast to leap down, Elijah activated his newly upgraded armor. It was an art now, shown by the way the spell seemed to emerge from beneath Elijah’s skin rather than forming around him. Blood mages always had that to some degree, but in Niels long experience most blood magic spells tended to draw blood from one point before congealing into whatever shape the spell wanted. Arts, by comparison, seemed to emerge from the skin fully formed and ready to activate.

Elijah’s new armor was a lot less aggressive looking than his old armor spell. Thick, jewel like plates of crimson formed across his body but lacked the spikes that had previously bedecked the armor. A side effect of using Blood Chrysalis for the base of this spell rather than Blood Drinker Armor no doubt. On either side of his body, bobbing between his shoulder and his elbow, an orb of darker blood swirled.

According to what he’d learned earlier, those would be his new Bloodwells. A carry over from combining Vampiric Strike and Sacrifice into the armor. According to the other man, he could use those to help fuel his spells as they drank in any blood on the battlefield not used by his armor. Even now, streamers of red mist hissed off of one and into the ground below. No doubt empowering his aura.

As the monster stared predatorily down on the other man, Niels could see unnatural, overgrown muscles bunching as it prepared to launch upon his ally. Elijah braced himself, observing the monster closely while making large, threatening gestures to keep the things attention on him. The thing screamed at him, seeming to have eyes for nothing else.

That was the queue to begin his attack.

Letting the winds release him, he began plummeting downward. Quickly he began accelerating, but that still wasn’t enough. He pulled on his magic to support him, pushing against his back with a powerful tail wind to end up hurtling through the air with speed few other things he had encountered could compete with.

Faster than he usually dared to go. So fast, he actually had some difficulty drawing his blades as he competed with the air pressure pushing against his arms. So fast, it was easy to lose himself in the focus required to control his fall, losing track of the world around him.

Despite that, he saw when things went wrong.

Something in the monster’s stance shifted, and in a sudden flash of insight he knew the beast was going to dodge. He couldn’t stop. At the speed he was going, he would never be able to change direction or slow down enough to make a difference. He had committed, and now he was going to pay the price.

He could tell in the way the monster’s muscles tensed. It would fling itself to the side, and then as he passed the monster and smashed into the ground it would leap upon him. A good plan, but the monster was too weak to capitalize on his mistake. The next several minutes were certainly going to be deeply unpleasant as long, wicked claws tore apart his body, but in the end he’d kill the thing as revenge.

At least that was what he thought, then Elijah’s weapon glowed with a red light as it left his hand. The creature, now focused on the threat represented by Niels rapidly approaching form, didn’t see the attack. The first indication it was even in danger was when the blade bit deep into the things stomach.

Elijah’s attacks weren’t powerful by any means, but he’d aimed well and slammed the blade of the weapon through a weak spot in the armor. Niels was almost as impressed with the accuracy of the throw as he was with the other man’s judgement, and the timing. The hit was perfectly timed to distract the beast right before Niels smashed into the tree it was hiding in, breaking the things concentration and leaving it even more open than it normally would have been.

With a shout of triumph, he felt both blades shudder with a crunch as they bit into an armored shoulder. Shattering and crushing through bone plates, the weapons seemed to grind in his hand for a moment before practically gliding through the comparatively soft flesh below. There was a wet thunk as the blades bit even deeper, surprising Niels when they stopped on the beast’s thick bones.

Whatever it was, this thing was incredibly dense. Even the Ghoul Bears hadn’t been this tough. No matter, he’d just need to push a little harder. He summoned his mana to coat the blade with wind. Scouring Blade was one of his stronger Intermediate spells, starting off as only a highspeed wind, but rapidly consuming any debris in the area to build a spinning maelstrom of cutting power on the edge of his weapon. With the shattered bone that filled the things wound, it would be like putting the stabbed shoulder into a blender.

Simultaneous to his spell cast, he felt something. Foreign mana in his body, breaking down and reinforcing his Ki. Feeling the magic out, he realized it had been there for some time. What he felt was the power of the mana increasing. The mana flowed in greater and greater quantities and he looked down to see Elijah’s armor shrinking, consuming itself to enhance the effects of Elijah’s Aura and reinforce Niels blow. The strength he felt as every muscle in his body was reinforced with his own Ki, Theo’s potions, and Elijah’s mana… The result was intoxicating as each buff fed off its fellows and produced a pleasant burn of energy throughout his body.

So caught up in the feeling of bliss, he barely even felt it as a small jerk of his blade blew the monster’s shoulder to bits and removed its right foreleg. The creature was wily though, using his distraction to leap from the tree and attempt to retreat into the forest. It was so strange to see one of the Forest’s monsters retreat, that the unexpected action managed to pull Niels attention away from his internal musings. With a slight frown, he charged after the thing.

With the whistling of the wind in his ears, he repeated his earlier charge. Again, the creature attempted to trick him into over committing. This time though, he had the rapidly fading vestiges of Elijah’s mana giving him just a bit more speed. And the beast was clearly still under the influence of Elijah’s spell as well, swaying slightly as it attempted to stare him down. Combined, the effects were telling. Just enough to smash into the creature before it could fully dodge, ripping a chunk from its side and slamming it into the ground. Before it could recover, he swung his blade a second time and took its head from its body as it let out a final scream of rage.

The creature’s last scream was different, and sent a slight shiver up his spine. The same tingle he got when an unseen threat tried to sneak up behind him and stab him in a dark alley. Or when monsters hid in the underbrush, just barely out of sight. Pushing the notifications for his kill out of mind, he sent out a pulse of mana to check the surrounding airflow. Simultaneously, he enhanced his hearing with Ki and a wind spell to check for unseen threats. As far as he could tell though, there was nothing. Just a few ghoul rats, everything else driven off by his and Elijah’s crowns.

Shaking off the feeling of being stalked, he turned to the others as the caught up, “Stranger and stranger. The beast obviously wasn’t scared or in pain, none of these monsters have shown the capacity for such things without magical intervention. Yet it ran away.”

“Did it know it couldn’t win and decide to run away?” Rory asked.

“Could be. That would imply these…” Checking the notification for killing the monster, he found the monster’s name before continuing, “Ghoul Lynx are much smarter than anything we’ve run into before. Even Elijah’s story with the rats took multiple kills and a noticeable thinning of the swarm before the beasts would back off. Nothing else has had the foresight to attempt to run when it was bested.”

“That last yowl the thing let out too,” Theo jumped in. “That sounded different from any of the other sounds it made. It sounded to me like the thing was crying for help.”

“Maybe. Lynx are solo hunters, but we should leave just to be safe.”

As the party took off for another section of the woods, hoping to put as much space between the Ghoul Lynx’s body and themselves as possible, Niels thought back on his experience with Elijah’s magic.

Niels still did not personally understand what drove the other man to make the decisions he did. Perfectly happy to sit in the front and take hits, with no chance to win glory and destroy monsters. It simply didn’t mesh with how the world worked. Being dependent on another being to that degree... It was asking for problems. There was a difference between making sure your abilities meshed with the team and giving up autonomy for the power of the team.

But he couldn’t argue the effectiveness it had shown. Any of the others in Hidden Opportunities would wipe Elijah out in a one-on-one fight. None of them though, save Niels himself, could contribute to the same degree as Elijah when working together. He embodied everything Niels wanted in his team members. Determined, capable, and above all, loyal to the group.

Before, Elijah had been a useful ally in a dangerous dungeon. Somebody who had what they needed and was willing to trade for it. Worth investing in to a degree, but not something to spend a major amount of resources on, Now he was more.

Now Niels wanted Elijah.

#

“Your choice was…unconventional, but it certainly seems to have turned out well. I’ve talked to Niels, and he seemed to be impressed by the boost in power it granted at the end of the fight.”

Watching Theo and he slowly stirred a large pot of bubbling pink liquid, Elijah took his time before responding, “I can’t keep something like that last burst up for long, I burned almost a third of the blood making up my armor. And even then, I didn’t have the mana to keep it up for even another minute. I think the buff stacks the same way the debuff does, but a lot slower. The fight was too fast for me to know for sure though.”

Despite spending over two hours continuing to hunt through the forest after killing the ghoul lynx, they hadn’t been able to find another opponent powerful enough to really test Elijah’s new spells. His skill set was built around endurance, slowly building advantages until his opponents simply couldn’t keep up anymore. Even then, the majority of the monsters were too weak to display the real limits of his ability. They’d need to find a field boss or other powerful creature if they wanted to really see what his blood magic could do.

In Elijah’s mind, the lack of real threats was actually quite concerning. They knew more powerful monsters should be in the area, but an entire afternoon of hunting and they hadn’t been able to find a single one. There were only so many explanations for something like that, and most weren’t good for their team.

While his mind wandered, Theo started talking again, “No matter. It was still an impressive boost, especially since the magic seemed to reinforce existing enhancements rather than simply adding its own efforts.”

Looking up with a smile, he gave Elijah a searching look, “I’m actually a little jealous of that honestly. I went through a lot of trouble to make sure my own potions do the same thing, allowing me to take as much advantage as possible of Niels’ advanced skills with Ki. Meanwhile, your spell just comes with that particular benefit. Still, it makes us each even more valuable to the team.”

Elijah smiled back, “I had no idea, but I’m glad it does. Being able to make such a tangible contribution makes me feel like a real part of Hidden Opportunity. Like any good team, we can individually do more together than we could ever hope to achieve apart.”

That seemed to make the alchemist go quiet for a while. Elijah thought he almost seemed guilty, but Elijah didn’t know why. He didn’t hold it against them that they hadn’t thought of him as a real team member. It was only common sense to put any new member through a period of testing. Still, it was obvious something had changed after that last fight.

“Well, going back to your combined spells. Your aura is really something special. For multiple reasons. I’ve already told you about how your mana manages to invade other peoples’ bodies is…terrifying. Terrifying, and incredible. But the fact your spell has opposing effects too… That’s rare.

“Most attempts to create opposing effects will only weaken the resulting spell. You either need to have a total and perfect understanding of all the individual parts of the component spells to prevent them from interfering with each other, or you have to be very lucky. I can’t name the number of dual fire and ice mages who try to combine a flame temperature manipulation spell with an ice temperature manipulation spell only to end up with something that can’t go too far toward either extreme because they didn’t account for the base spells’ limiters. Or even worse, The two halves actively interfere because one releases heat while the other directly removes energy from mass.”

Elijah looked a bit sheepish at that, “I don’t know what to tell you. I had to mess with the interface for a while, but eventually one configuration just felt right. Besides, from what I could tell, the spells had a lot of similarities.”

“Well, this is just a theory on my part but Blood Magic might be uniquely suited for this. From what you’ve described, Blood Rush and Blood Roil worked almost exactly the same way, but in opposing directions. One smoothed blood flow, enhanced the richness of the blood, and reinforced native ki. The other actively blocked veins, stripped blood of valuable resources, and sabotaged your opponent’s ki flow. There’s no real variability either. The same amount of ki will do the same amount of work in the same way every time. There are only two real settings: help or hinder.”

“You make the spell sound a lot simpler than it is… I mean, I can increase or decrease the effects and it definitely has less of an effect on bigger targets. Then there are all the subroutines for changing the size or flaring the effects for a moment…”

“Does it? Or does the difference in blood volume meant the same effect is achieved, but because it is a lesser percentage of the blood it is less noticeable to the opponent. Maybe that is how the ‘stacking’ on your spell works, it is simply sabotaging a larger and larger percentage of the blood over time. It will take experimentation to be sure.”

Elijah sat and thought about it for a while, “I suppose you could be right. And if it really is just a set volume of blood be affected at any given time, you are right that it would be a lot simpler than something like a heat spell. I imagine that would be affected by the laws of heat transfer, so each degree of temperature would require escalating costs. Not to mention the square-cube law.”

“Hmm, I’ll have to pick your mind on all that at a later time. For now, though, I want to run some experiments. It is so rare to find a Blood Mage not falling into the assault style. Most practitioners of your magic are dangerously volatile in their aggressiveness. I certainly can’t think of a single case study in any of my books involving a support Blood Mage. An oversight I am looking forward to correcting. It should be absolutely fascinating.”

Something in the way he said that last bit had alarm bells going off in Elijah’s head. He very much did not like the look in the other man’s eyes.

While mentally and physically exhausting, occasionally painful, and sometime degrading, the following hours had paid dividends. A lot of questions they had started with were still up in the air, but Theo had managed to confirm two things.

The first was a fairly conclusive test involving some very invasive observation of an only partially willing Rory. The young man had been voluntold to participate by Niels, and he was rather unhappy with the situation. With the data he had gathered, on Rory and Himself, Theo had somehow been able to confirm that Elijah’s spell did involve transformation of a specific volume of blood that increased or decreased with the amount of mana provided. He was also able to confirm the effects lingered even after the mana was expended, suggesting that Elijah’s aura effects would continue to stack until he hit the limit of how much blood he could affect before the initially transformed blood ceased to be influenced by his spell.

The second thing they had confirmed was that Elijah’s new aura inhibited healing, both magical and mundane, to a fairly substantial degree. As far as Theo could tell, as long as an opponent was within the aura of his spell they would never naturally heal of an injury and magical healing was inhibited to a degree that had frankly shocked the alchemist. The trade off was that this particular effect of his aura was only effective while targets stayed within range. Unlike his buff and debuff effects, it would not grow stronger over time and it would not maintain itself for a short while when a target left his range.

“Niels will probably want to assign you some training to help mitigate that. Something to help you deal with fast, highly mobile opponents who can easily duck in and out of your aura. Not only will that effectively nullify your ability to prevent healing, it would also drastically decrease your ability to stack your debuff. Not sure what he will have in mind, but I’m sure he can help you out somehow.”

And with that, Elijah had been summarily dismissed so Theo could “compile his notes and outline future experiments”.

#

In the days after killing the first Ghoul Lynx, their experience in the Forest of the Final Sleep began to change. First it was small things, such as the continued absence of powerful monsters. Then even the weaker monsters began to disappear.

Soon after that, Elijah woke to find Niels pacing around the edge of the camp, just outside where the light of the fire would have reached. Right outside that boundary, a set of paw prints had paced a circle around the wall of ice Rory had erected as their outer defense. Large gashes had been scratched into the wall at regular intervals, and the younger man was clearly shaken. He had been on watch, and apparently right before his shift ended and the first meager light of the few hours they called a day appeared something had begun posturing around the camp.

When he’d woken Niels, the beast had run off but the markings left behind made if fairly clear another of the Ghoul Lynx had found them. At least one more, given that Rory swore he saw at least two of the things skulking around outside the camp. Niels had sent Seba to scout the forest, but the man had found no other signs of the monsters.

From there they had begun to see the things almost constantly. At least whenever Niels left their immediate vicinity. The monsters seemed wary of the wind mage, and to a lesser degree Elijah. Without fail, if Niels flew off one would make its presence known as a squat figure in the underbrush or a pair of gleaming eyes high in a tree. They almost always appeared on the far side of their group from Elijah, and they tended to back off if he approached.

Still, it was unnerving. The things practically seemed to melt out of the shadows in the forest and just appear. Close enough to attack, but never actually pouncing.

At first, the remaining members of Hidden Opportunities had attempted to chase the monsters off whenever they showed up. This had turned out to be a mistake. Where the first three times they had simply lost track of the monster while it fled into the woods, the fourth time it had led them right into a herd of ghoul deer. The ensuing fight had resulted in a broken, bleeding arm for Rory when a particularly large buck attempted to gore him and multiple deep gashes, scrapes, and bites for the rest of them.

Thankfully Niels had shown up toward the end of the fight, and they had been able to retreat to safety without any further threat from the ghouls. It was probably what had saved them, since Elijah doubted the Ghoul Lynx had simply run off while they were fighting. He suspected the monster had been lying in wait to ambush them after all the deer were dead.

That hadn’t been the last trap the Ghoul Lynx had attempted to catch them in. A short time later they finally confirmed the presence of more than one of the things. They had been eating dinner when one of the monsters had appeared in a tree south of their camp, watching them and chuffing. The thing had aggressively paced back and forth on the branch, screaming and yowling at them all. Needless to say, they had all been rather distracted when a second barreled into the clearing from the east and attempted to gore Theo. Thankfully, Rory had reacted in time and put up a wall of ice between the threat and the alchemist.

After that, the two monsters had backed off. Since then, their numbers had only seemed to increase. At this point, they had noted at least seven distinct individuals stalking them. The entire thing had absolutely incensed Niels, who they avoided like the plague. Not a whisker of the felines could be found as long as the wind mage was within easy flying distance of their group and they always seemed to be able to fade into the forest before he had a chance to return.

Theo had theorized that their whiskers gave them highly advanced mana senses, and that, combined with the crown, gave them a near perfect idea of where Niels was at any given time. Apparently during the things’ ambushes, he had been experimenting with different types of bombs. One type had the side effect of disrupting nearby mana, and he’d noticed the beasts tended to twitch their whisker wildly whenever he used one.

The eventual breaking point had been when two of the monsters jumped Rory as he went to relieve himself. He had lived, thankfully, but lost two of his fingers to one of the cats. Niels had chewed him out for wandering off into the forest alone, but the sullen young man had been too enraged by his missing fingers to listen to reason.

After that, it had been practically impossible to keep the younger man under control. The barest sign of one of the Ghoul Lynx in the vicinity, and he would be chomping at the bit to run the monster down. Looking at him, Elijah knew Rory was doing it to prove himself. Some young, dumb part of his mind telling him the Ghoul Lynx had made him look bad in front of Niels and the only way he could repair the problem was proving himself by single handedly killing the things.

And that mentality was going to get at least himself, and probably other members of Hidden Opportunity, killed.

Thankfully, Niels was no fool. He hadn’t simply been running around without them this entire time, trying and failing to eliminate this threat to his team. In fact, he’d been a lot more clinical about the entire thing than Elijah had even begun to suspect. He’d been scouting the area. Carefully directing where their team went each day to slowly learn more and more about their aggressors.

By using data collected by Theo on time between attacks and number of attackers, along with the rare appearances of other monsters, he had determined what he believed to be the normal hunting grounds of the Ghoul Lynx. After that, he had begun making his way deeper into their domain, looking for anything different that explained the monster’s presence in this particular location.

What he’d found was a cave. A cave that contained something that the crown reacted to. He claimed it felt almost the same as when Elijah had first approached their group. With that in mind, he was sure this was some kind of field boss. And a field boss meant treasure, perhaps even something that would get the Lynx to leave the rest of the party alone.

More importantly, it gave the team a goal. Something they all needed as hour after hour the Lynx wore them down. Something to give Rory a chance to prove himself and end his self-destructive impulse to simply throw himself against anything that moved. They needed a win and this was the perfect opportunity.

#

Over the following days, they continued to collect information on the cave. Niels spent long hours away from the camp, observing their target while the rest of the party dealt with the stressful attention of their adversaries. Theo concocted a number of potions to give him rare and enhanced sensory abilities unique to a range of animals and monsters. Once, Niels had even flown off with Seba to let him scout the area too.

Seba and Theo, meanwhile, began testing and preparing counter measures for the Ghoul Lynx. Taking on a field boss in this part of the dungeon would be dangerous enough, there was no way they would be able to manage with the Lynx stalking them as well. With that in mind, they started testing ways to distract or temporarily drive off the cunning cats.

Over time they slowly mapped out the cave’s surroundings. Strategized and planned to deal with every scenario. They still didn’t know what was in the cave, but Niels had been able to determine it was strong. Stronger than the bears and probably a danger for even him to deal with alone. The wind mage still gave himself good odds of winning against the monster, but nobody liked the idea of testing those odds.

Instead, they decided their best bet was to split resources and not commit to any fighting.

The entire party couldn’t leave the camp, not without bringing the Ghoul Lynx with them, so at least a few members of the party would need to stay at the camp and keep the creature’s attention. That left too few members free for Niels to fight the Field Boss, but he could still attempt to sneak past the creature. Whatever it was, it seemed to have no interest in leaving its cave. Hopefully that meant it either wasn’t very active or maintained a small territory, giving a fleeing Niels a better chance of breaking away.

Of course, Niels being the most powerful didn’t mean he was the sneakiest of the group. He’d need to take Seba along to deal with any potential traps the dungeon had left in the cave. As far as anyone could tell, this particular dungeon was not particularly fond of traps. Seba had, however, noted a number of simple alarm traps as they made their way deeper into the dungeon. Usually near a monster lair or placed to alert the native monsters of adventurers attempting to sneak past. This field boss’s cave was no exception, and the skilled rogue had noted no less than a dozen of the things in the area surrounding their target.

Seba would need to disarm the traps and ensure Niels went as long as possible without being discovered. After that, their leader could hopefully blitz or sneak past the boss, collect the loot, and make an escape. Seba had volunteered to attempt the sneaking portion, but had admitted that he wasn’t much more likely than Niels to manage going undetected by a field boss’s senses. If the boss sensed an intruder, Niels had a far better chance of surviving, let alone succeeding, than Seba.

Of course, that left the rest in the rather unenviable position of having to defend against the Ghoul Lynx not only down a member, but without a consistent way to hurt the things. They were too fast for Theo to easily catch them with his bombs, while Rory almost entirely lacked offensive spells and Elijah had only very weak, melee range options.

The three would have to fight a defensive battle, rationing Theo’s potions and bombs for key moments. A long, exhausting fight that would like drive the Ghoul Lynx to greater and greater heights of rage and bloodlust. There was no guarantee they would be able to hold out against the monsters, so that meant they needed an exit strategy.

They wouldn’t be able to count on Niels, not while he was potentially escaping, or worst-case fighting, the Field Boss. They’d have to rely on Seba making it back. Unfortunately, Seba alone probably wouldn’t be enough to actually turn around a fight with these creatures. At least that was both his and Niels assessment. Not if the things really decided to commit, which Niels judged would probably happen.

Thankfully, Theo had been able to provide an alternative solution. With some very dangerous experimentation, the man had been able to create a lure potion specific to the Ghoul Lynx. He wouldn’t tell anyone what was in it, saying they wouldn’t thank him for the information, but whatever it was the monsters had an extremely difficult time resisting the scent. They’d even been able to kill two more of the damned things when the scent had convinced them to attack while Niels was still present.

That, unfortunately, hadn’t worked a second time.

Just as important as Theo’s bait potion, was a potion of running endurance he knew the recipe for. The boost would only last ten minutes, but with a little work they were able gather the ingredients to brew a full dozen of the brown and orange elixirs. With the aid of these potions, Seba was just barely able to outpace the cats while running through the woods. The serpent man had always been faster than the things in a short fight, but they put his endurance to shame and without these potions he never would have been able to maintain the speed required to escape them.

The plan was simple: After helping Niels, Seba would need to take an endurance potion and run back to the campsite. Once there, he would use the bait jar to lead the Ghoul Lynx on a merry chase through the forest before dumping the contents of the jar on some other monsters he came across. That would hopefully keep the things distracted long enough for Niels to escape the cave, rejoin the party, and prepare a secure camp site in case anything came looking for them after the operation was over.

#

“Where the fuck is Seba!” Rory’s panicked shout came over the pulsing growls of the Lynx around them.

The demonic cat things sounded almost like a chainsaw in idle, with the occasional increase in volume and violence that Elijah would have associated with revving the chainsaw’s engine. The worst part though, was that they synchronized the revving sound between each other so it was almost like a wave. The result was a bone shaking, terror inducing hum of basal fury that regularly swept over their small group.

“I don’t know!” Theo shouted back with uncharacteristic nerves, “He should be here by now! He estimated the run back would only take twenty-five minutes.”

Using his shield to smash one of the Lynx in the nose and knock it off the small tower of ice Seba had constructed, Elijah gathered his thoughts. According to the system’s stopwatch, which he had been absolutely flabbergasted to learn was a thing, it had only been thirty-two minutes since Niels and Seba left.

“Calm down you two,” He called out. “It’s not like he would have started running as soon as the two landed. He needed to check for and disarm any traps first. Remember?”

“DIE YOU FUCKS! FUCK!” Rory screamed while dropping a chunk of the tower one of the cats was gripping. Flicking his ears with obvious nerves, he turned back to the rest of them. “Right…Right. How long do you think that will take?”

Sighing while he took advantage of the small moment of respite as the cats regrouped, Elijah responded, “Seba wasn’t a hundred percent sure. He said give him at least fifteen minutes, but it could take up to thirty. Any longer than that and he was going to call things off.”

“Fuck…We’re only halfway there. We’re so fucked!”

For a supposed adventurer who had been through multiple other dungeons, Rory had not been coping well with the nerves. Rapidly swinging between rage and terror while fighting the beasts. It was something he’d have to bring up with Niels, as the man’s current mental fortitude was a clear risk to the rest of the team.

But that was for another time. The monsters were spreading out, clearly ready to test their defenses once again.

#

The creatures had become more and more persistent with each attempt. Willing to force their way through stiffer resistance and accepting blows for a better chance of making it over the wall. They’d left deep gouges in every one of the beasts, broken multiple limbs, and taken an eye from two of the Lynx. They hadn’t gotten away without injury though.

Theo had been jumped, suffering a severe mauling to his chest before Elijah could get to him. His heavy leather lab coat had mitigated the worst of the damage, but it looked vaguely like something had tried to use his chest as a tic-tac-to board. Another had managed to scratch a long claw across his chin, cutting the man’s goatee in half. He was down to his last three bombs after one of the felines had stolen his bandolier, and his potions were almost as low.

Rory hadn’t lost any more fingers, but the man had a dead look in his eyes and fought with a mechanical efficiency. He’d been screaming bloody murder when one of the creatures had managed to leap on his back, repeatedly screaming into his ear as it attempted to crush his neck. Elijah had managed to knock the beast off, but it had rattled something in the younger adventurer’s mind. He had never even acknowledged the blood dripping down his back afterward.

Elijah himself was fairly well off, given his greater personal defense than the other two. He had a number of claw marks on his arms, but between his healing enchantment, Ki, meditation, and scarification he could have those injuries closed in minutes after the fight was over. Mostly he was just tired. He was pushing through it for now, but he didn’t know how much longer he could fight. Everything was starting to get blurry and he was beginning to miss the small warning signs that had kept himself and his allies alive so far.

That’s when they heard something new, the crunching, cracking sound of something approaching rapidly through the forest. A strange, hissing sound that sounded too large for any reptile Elijah had personally encountered before. Something flicking between treetops.

Seba flung himself to the top of the tower, and Elijah realized the hissing had been coming from him as the sound increased in volume. “Sorry I’m late. There were more traps than I expected. You all look like you’ve been having fun. Come on Theo, thought for sure you’d keep better care of the newbies…”

Smashing another of the cats with a right hook that sent the yowling beast flying from the ledge, he continued. “Ain’t nothing to worry about anymore. I’m here now, and I’ll bet the boss is on his way. You all get some rest, I’ll take our friends for a run,”

With that, the grinning snake man fell backwards from the tower like a scuba diver disembarking, rapidly dropping past the attacking Ghoul Lynx. He cracked open a jar while somehow flipping himself mid air and landing on his feet. Instantly the attention of all the monsters was on him.

The rogue threw a number of small knives at the horde, letting out an almost sibilant laugh while looping around the clearing and easily gaining all their attention. With a shriek, the beasts disengaged from the tower and began to lope toward their team mate. In response, he began jogging into the woods. Within moments, the clearing where Rory had built his tower was empty.

“Hope he’ll be ok,” Elijah let out with a grunt as he collapsed to the ground.

Theo grinned before joining him on the floor of the tower, “If there’s two things that idiot is good at, it is being a nuisance and escaping the consequences of his actions.”

#

Seba had been right, it wasn’t even another fifteen minutes before Niels showed up in the clearing as well. Their leader had shown up with a bag over his shoulder, a wide grin, and a rip running vertically along his jacket. It was obvious he had succeeded in their heist, claiming the boss’s horde without actually killing the thing.

It was just as Elijah allowed himself to begin celebrating, imagining fleeing this part of the dungeon with riches in hand, that they heard. A loud, agonized scream from the forest that cut off too soon.




            

    
        Chapter 31: Cat and Mouse

    
    
    
    
                Strong tail winds and safe skies brothers and sisters. May we return home to find all safe and well. We go out to a changed world, one that can never return to what it was previously. Despite this, home remains. Our Lady bids us serve and we shall not disappoint, but before all else remember: if you are in need of aide, you need only ask and we will be there for you. Until the weather calms and we may speak at length again, I wish you strength. – Letter from the Voice Cirrocumulus


Elijah immediately started running toward the source of the scream, only for Niels to appear in front of him. The other man’s hands were up and concern filled his face, but his eyes were hard.

“No. It’s my job to keep this team safe. I will not risk three of you to try to save one. You are all dead on your feet, you go out there and you will die.”

It took everything Elijah had not to force his way past Niels. He was right, they were tired. Exhausted. Going now was dangerous and would, no doubt, be painful. But it would be so much worse if he just left, knowing he might have been able to do something.

The only thing that stopped him was the fact Niels didn’t need his consent. The man was more powerful than him, especially in an exhausted state like this. Realistically, there was no way he could force himself past the wind mage. Still, he was so tempted to try.

Niels must have seen the look in his eyes, because he quickly continued, “I’ll go look for him, I swear. The moment the rest of you all are safe in the fallback point. Right now though, you all come first.”

It was the wrong call. Elijah knew it was the wrong call. Felt it deep inside. Unfortunately, his only other option was even worse. All he would accomplish by arguing was delay Niels coming to Seba aid. Sometimes it was better to make a bad decision now, rather than be forced into making no decision while looking for something better.

Giving Niels a long look, he responded, “Fine. Let’s hurry. Seba needs all the help he can get.”

Turning around, he quickly found Theo’s exhausted form struggling to his feet. Rory wasn’t much better, bent over with hands on knees. Moving quickly, he swept the alchemist into a fireman’s carry while Niels grabbed their youngest teammate.

The fallback point was a small cave that Rory had plugged with a five-foot-thick wall of ice. Inside was all of their camping supplies, along with anything that would slow them down. Located almost a half hour’s walk from where they had fought the Ghoul Lynx, the campsite was just outside of the monsters’ territory. They had hoped that meant it would take the things longer to come after them, giving Hidden Opportunity a real reprieve.

He had argued they should have chosen someplace even further out. Make an attempt at a complete breakaway.

Now Elijah could only kick himself for agreeing to someplace so far away. Every minute was a lower chance he would see their serpentine fiend again. Every step taken was another foot Niels would need to retrace.

It didn’t help that he was the obvious weak link between the two of them. Niels was obviously slowing down to keep pace with him, but there wasn’t much he could do about that. So, he kept his head down, tried to forget the voice screaming at him in the back of his mind, and continued to push himself.

In the end, they made it to their fallback in fairly good time. Twenty-two minutes. If Seba’s life wasn’t on the line, Elijah would have been impressed.

#

As worried as Elijah had been, it still took every ounce of self-control he had to keep himself awake for first watch. They’d barely been able to wake Rory long enough to get an entrance through the giant block of ice plugging the entrance and Theo had been entirely non responsive beyond the health potion Elijah had forced down his throat.

Niels had been as good as his word though, immediately leaving once he saw them all safely ensconced in the cavern with only a small doorway through the ice as and entrance and Elijah standing guard.

He could only hope the Seba would be safe somewhere too.

The man was fast and intelligent, so there was still hope. Or at least that was what Elijah kept telling himself. This was a first for him. He’d never been deployed to an active combat zone. He’d lost friends of course, but never right in front of him. Never when there was something he could do.

He wished he could meditate. It would help calm his nerves. He needed to stay alert though. The others were counting on him. Just sitting here staring at the empty forest would drive him insane though.

Standing from his little stool, he began to slowly pace. He had to be careful not to make too much noise, and there was only so much space, but it helped. A little. He wished he had some paper. Some journaling would do him good.

For the first time in quite a while, the voice whispered to him without apparent prompting, “Would you like to open the notepad?”

#

It had turned out that there was a speech to text function for the notebook, so Elijah had spent long hours monologuing to the Voice while keeping watch. It had kept him sane, he felt. Finally being able to put all his thoughts to writing. Record it so he wouldn’t forget. If the worst came…he’d be glad to have put his memories with Seba to paper before they began to fade.

Just like they had with Jason and Triss.

It had hurt, realizing how much he’d forgotten. He’d started an entire separate entry just to list everything he could remember about those two. Them and the cozy little apartment they’d called home for almost two years before all this insanity began.

Thankfully, before the depressive topic could worm its way too deeply into his mind, Theo woke up.

The other man was, understandably, uninterested in talking. He woke up, saw Elijah pacing, and grunted before shoving Elijah toward the bedroll he’d been using. The man still looked exhausted, like the sleep had only left him more tired, but he was clearly in better condition than Elijah was.

#

It wasn’t until early the next morning that Niels returned, waking Elijah from his fitful sleep with the sound of boots crunching on rocks. The man looked dead on his feet, with deep bags on his eyes and a defeated slouch to his posture. Perhaps most startling of all, a large gash cut through the front of his shirt and he had a freely flowing cut under his left eye. It was the first time he had seen the other man injured.

When they asked about what he had found, Niels could only shake his head before trudging to the bags. Unresponsive to anything else they said, Niels grabbed his bag and walked deeper into the cave. As he went, he pulled a small, leather-bound book from the side pocket on his pack. Beside Elijah, Theo flinched but said nothing else.

#

“What’s that book Theo?”

Elijah’s voice was cold and serious. It was a tone he wasn’t used to. It often felt like the newcomer only had three emotions: somber most of the time, intensely focused when exposed to something new, and calmly amused the rest of the time. What he never was, was angry. Which made it all the more concerning that he was so controlled in his fury.

Doing his best to project quiet confidence, he responded. “It’s the team’s ledger. Every job we’ve ever done is in there. Every victory, ever defeat.”

He paused for a long moment, thinking back to Mathias and his death years ago. “Every loss.”

He didn’t like the look that came over Elijah’s comment when he finished. It reminded him too much of how they had all looked after the Secret Doors dungeon. They had spent weeks afterwards alternatively not believing it was real, blaming one another, and being angry with the world. They couldn’t afford to break down like that now.

Seba was gone and there was nothing they could do. Their only option was to push on and hope that his death had not been for nothing. Finish the job, pay off Seba’s debts, and celebrate the Fidivir’s life.

At least I don’t have to pay up on last night’s card game.

#

Elijah could barely see past the throbbing headache pounding his temples. He should have put his foot down when he heard the scream. Rory and Theo were tired, but they could have pushed through. Made it a few more minutes.

He knew it was nonsensical to be this attached already. To be suffering this much for a practical stranger’s loss. He’d only known the man for a few weeks and he was ready to risk his life on a stupid, last shot, suicidal mission. Seba had saved his life though! Had helped train and strengthen him. Helped give him a real chance in his new life.

And it like always, it hurt to lose someone in his care. Someone he was meant to be protecting.

Desperation and rage warring in his head.

All of those emotions and all that turmoil were going to make him do something stupid. They were giving him terrible ideas now. He knew he should be working to calm himself and to make sure they didn’t lose another person.

Instead, his head just kept screaming that he hadn’t seen a body.

That they didn’t know Seba was dead.

That he could be out there, injured and in need of help.

The real question wasn’t if his current mental state would push him to do something insane. Even he didn’t question what he would do next if he let those intrusive thoughts win. The real question was if he wanted to fight them

#

A few hours later, he knew the answer was no.

Niels had made only one more appearance since then, briefly joining them for food before retreating back to his hiding place deeper in. He’d answered only a handful of questions, but the most important one had been the fact he hadn’t seen a body either. Just a large bloodstain, an absolutely destroyed part of the forest, and Seba’s bag.

 It was enough to make up his mind.

So that night, when it was his turn on watch, he was leaving. He would wait until the very end of his shift on watch, and make sure Rory reinforced the ice blocking the entrance before he went to bed. He didn’t want to put any of the remaining team at risk, but he couldn’t risk being stopped.

He wasn’t ready to give up on Seba, not until they knew for sure.

#

Alone, at night, the winter forest was far worse than anything he had ever experienced. If he thought the outer bounds of the forest were terrifying… Well he had never realized how much more bearable having the team behind him made everything. He never would have had the nerve to work his way this far in alone.

The shadows danced and the trees seemed to lean over him as he walked, forming a cage of branches and shadows that made him feel trapped. Just beyond his vision, he heard shuffling and snorting in the darkness. Signs of ghouls hunting prey. Only the crown kept them from trying to swarm him.

It was a constant assault on his mind, but nowhere near powerful enough to overcome the desperate need to reach his missing ally. He let his anger with the entire situation boil forward, driving the fear he felt for his surroundings from his mind. He kept it controlled. A tool to drive him forward and a shield to protect him from other emotions, but never beyond his ability to put away. It did the trick and soon he was making rapid headway under the starless sky and cold, dead branches.

 Elijah didn’t anticipate finding his way to be too difficult. He’d gotten as much information out of Niels as he could in their brief exchange, and he believed he could find his way to Seba’s supposed last stand. Even without that information, he had a starting place to work from.

He just needed to make it to where they fought the Lynx first, then follow the trail the cats had left behind. Niels had said the route went northeast until snow started to show up on the ground, and that the area was covered in felled trees and fallen branches. From how much damage had been done to the forest, Elijah didn’t anticipate it to be a particularly difficult tracking mission. The ghouls had been past the point of subtlety when Seba lured them into following him and whatever had caught him sounded as though it was confident enough in it’s strength to not use tricks.

#

When he got to the clearing, he almost wished the trip had taken longer. When Niels had said there was a large bloodstain, he hadn’t expected it to look like someone had popped a human sized water balloon filled with paint. Still, something about the blood felt…off. He assumed it must have been his magic telling him something was wrong, because visually he couldn’t see anything helpful.

For a while he debated what to do before coming to a decision. If tonight was a night of bad ideas, why stop the streak?

Dropping onto the ground right in the center of the largest blood stain, he quickly got into a seated position. Around him the world began to fade away as he began to meditate. Everything else fell away and he concentrated solely on the feeling his magic was giving him. Soon there was nothing else, with even sight fading away.

Around him, beyond his senses, the blood began to boil into a red mist that seeped out of the dirt. Each breath brought a lungful of the crimson haze into the man’s body and his skin took on a reddish hue as the barest hint of his armor materialized. Strange symbols similar, and yet just slightly different, from what appeared when he used his aura began to form in blood fog.

If he had had an actual spell related to sensing or utilizing blood in this way, it would have been far mor efficient. Unfortunately, that was one more thing he had on his list of things to learn that had been deemed ‘low priority’. It was hard to see tracking skills as an immediate goal when you were doing your best simply to live and had a capable rogue right next to you.

It was enough though, and soon he realized what his magic was trying to tell him. The blood wasn’t all from one source, and more importantly the vast majority of it was corrupted. Corrupted like the sludge that pushed its way through the ghoul’s bodies, but with a lot more magic running through it. His armor craved that blood, wanting to consume it for strength and to give him protections against a monster that could leave behind blood so powerful even a day later.

The remainder was much more common, but his armor was no less interested. Not for the power it offered or any unique properties, but because some small part deep in his soul called out to him. Told him this blood was already his, had already been marked and claimed. Slowly, he realized his magic felt that way because his own mana was in it.

This bit, this much smaller bit, was the blood that actually belonged to Seba. The stuff empowered, if only the tiniest bit at this point, by the remainder of his aura spell. Just enough of a trace left for him to identify that there wasn’t enough of that blood on the ground here to be lethal.

Only enough to leave Seba incredibly weak.

Soon enough, he had figured out which part of the clearing had the most of Seba’s blood, and from there he spent long minutes looking for a trail. He wasn’t truly trained in tracking, but Seba had given him a few pointers over the weeks and he had learned a little bit about it back on earth. It proved to be enough.

Everything from small signs like broken twigs to a bloody handprint on one particular trunk. Slowly, so slowly, Elijah worked his way along Seba footsteps. He just hoped he would prove fast enough. The rest would know he was gone by now, and he imagined it was only so long before Niels started looking for him.

After that, it wouldn’t be that long before the powerful mage found Elijah. Then, he might not have much choice but to give up the hunt. He wasn’t sure the others would be in the mood to listen to him. He’d seen how they all accepted Seba as dead. They’d think he was just refusing to accept the truth, tearing apart fresh wounds that they simply wanted to let heal.

No, at the bare minimum he’d need some definitive proof Seba was still alive before Niels caught up. Pushing on, he resigned himself to his mission.

#

He made it in the end, the trail becoming much easier to follow over the last handful of minutes. Not that that was entirely a good thing. It was obvious Seba had gotten sloppy, probably from pain and exhaustion due to the blood loss. Where before he’d done what he could to cover the tracks, now there was a trudging line in the dirt punctuated with blood splatters.

They led to a small cave, nestled in the roots of a tree. Just big enough for a full-grown man to crawl through. At the entrance, a bloody splotch and a discarded, empty canteen seemed to indicate that Seba had taken a small break here. Probably trying to gather his energy before crawling into an unknown hole that he might never come out of. Elijah shuddered at the thoughts that ran through his mind.

Trapped, weakening, at a dead end that you had spent long minutes crawling your way to. Hoping for a miraculous escape, only to realize you had simply filled a grave nature had been kind enough to provide you. He dearly hoped that hadn’t been Seba’s fate. It would have been kinder to have been killed in the clearing.

For a long minute, he stood outside the tunnel. Staring at the gaping entrance and debating his options. Wondering, or possibly hoping, Niels would show up and he’d be able to convince him to go through the tunnel instead. He couldn’t wait forever though, and soon he hardened his resolve.

Bracing himself, he got down and began making his way forward. Around him the earth seemed to condense, drawing toward him from all sides. The smell of loam and the feel of pebbles digging into his hands drowned his senses as he rapidly became unable to see, even with the enhancement of his Ki. It felt like his shoulders doubled in size while the tunnel halved, and he felt them scraping against roots hanging from above.

Still, he pushed forward. There were more important things than the small voice screaming deep, deep inside his mind. Telling him he was going to get stuck, and know one would ever find him. That he’d be trapped here, slowly starving until the rats came for him and he couldn’t fight back.  

And eventually, long minutes later when light began making its way into the cave through some unseen entrance and the ceiling began to rise enough that Elijah could at least walk hunched over rather than crawl, a misshapen lump appeared in the shadows before him, he was glad he had pushed through. A joy reinforced when that lump letting out a rattling laugh.

“Just couldn’t say goodbye huh?” There was a hacking sound and something wet smacking the ground before he continued, “Shouldn’t have come out here Elijah. Now you are just going to die too.”

“Hah,” Elijah gave an exhausted chuckle back. “Can’t even say hi without making it about you huh?”

“Well you did come all this way…”

“What happened? Niels only found the clearing, and I can’t entirely blame him for not just thinking you were dead. I saw how much blood was there. Good thing my magic could help me parse out what was yours…”

“I don’t know. Everything seemed like it was going to plan. I had plenty of potions left, the lynx were absolutely obsessed with me, and the deer herd was right were we thought it would be. I was just about to toss the bait and make my escape when what I’m pretty sure was the boss came crashing down from the sky.”

Elijah’s eyes widened at those words, “The boss? Damn, how did the thing make it past Niels.”

All he got in response was another of those rattling chuckles followed by silence. For a moment, Elijah was worried he’d only made it in time to witness Seba’s last moments. Thankfully, a loud sigh and pained grunt as he attempted to reposition himself proved the other man was still alive. Elijah made his way closer, doing his best to catalogue injuries as he approached.

“Try not to move too much. I need to give you a more thorough examination, but that ankle looks swollen enough to be broken. Any other major injuries I should know about? Can barely see a thing in here.”

“When the boss hit me. It’s a big cat, probably as tall as your chest, but it’s built pretty much the same as the rest. Only difference is that the thing is constantly dripping blood from where the bone plating meets the skin. When it charged me, a big ball of the stuff built in front of the damn thing and exploded when we collided.”

Pausing for a moment, he seemed to be working to catch his breath, “I’m not sure, but I thought I heard something crack in my chest and breathing has been tough since then. Feels like I’m trying to inhale through a bunch of cloth. Hurts even worse if I try to breathe too deeply. The attack shredded my bandolier too, lost all my potions.”

A large splotch of purple and black covered the man’s chest, visible through the massive hole that absolutely destroyed the cloth and small strips of leather meant to protect him. It almost looked like he’d been shot by a beanbag gun, scaled up a few times. He’d seen those sorts of injuries before, and combined with the what Seba was describing…

“Sounds like you might have hemothorax or pneumothorax,” Elijah grimaced as he tried to look closer. “Basically, your lung collapsed and then couldn’t reinflate because a bunch of liquid or air filled the spot your lung is supposed to go. I have a way to deal with it, but it won’t be pleasant. We’ll want to try one of Rory’s health potions first, but I’ve been talking to him lately and it seems like they aren’t particularly well suited to this kind of injury. It will fix whatever is causing the fluid build up, but might not actually remove the fluid.”

“Oh, a collapsed lung? Is that all.” Another hacking laugh from him before he continued, “Better if you just take off. The cats will probably be here soon. They’ve been testing the tunnels ever since I holed up in here. We don’t have time for you to drag my ass out of here and get me fixed up enough to run back.”

That was a chilling thought. He should have known the monsters would have been able to track him, but this entire time he’d been assuming Seba would either be good enough to get away or all he’d find was a body. He hadn’t thought that they might be taking their time, wearing him down slowly. It didn’t fit with his image of the ravenous fury the things had torn off after him with.

“Nope, not leaving you. I put in all this work making my way out here, I can hardly leave now.” Elijah was only half paying attention as he spoke, scrolling through the system’s shop hoping it would have what he needed. “Besides, lucky for you I’ve got just the things I need.”

Elijah stared at the thing on his purchase screen, second guessing his decision before muttering, “Wouldn’t normally try this, but we’re desperate here. Should be fine, you have your Ki and I’ve got a couple healing potions…”

Apparently he hadn’t been quiet enough, given the wary look Seba was sporting. He clearly wasn’t thrilled, and Elijah couldn’t blame him. He didn’t have the energy to put a good spin on what he was about to attempt, let alone face a happy face about things. The next few minutes were going to suck for Seba, and there wasn’t much he could do about that.

“What, exactly, do you have in mind?” He asked.

“Well, were I come from the solution is…” He debated a bit before chuckling nervously and continuing, “Well, have you ever tapped a maple tree?”

“What the hell are you talking about? Tapped a maple tree? What does that have to…”

Seba, usually cool and collected, seemed to panic a bit as the idea sunk in, “Oh, you can not be serious…”

“Do you want to be able to breath right when the cats show up or not?”

As Elijah watch Seba debate his answer, he began using sterilizing pads to wipe down the catheter. He used the additional control afforded by his Ki to keep his hands from shaking, but he was nervous. This wasn’t exactly something you did lightly, especially for the first time under less-than-ideal circumstances. Hell, he’d only watched the procedure a couple of times.

Still, he felt surprisingly confident he could manage it. From what he’d learned about Ki enhancement as you started completing more channels, the snake-man should have a pretty good feel of his internals while Elijah already had a sureness to his movements that could only be matched by the very best normal earth humans. He was probably machine level precise for most things at this point. Add in the fall back of meditation’s enhanced healing affects and the potions…Well, he didn’t want to jinx anything, but he figured they would manage without too many problems.

It was the next hacking fit that decided it. Barely able to speak, hand grasping at his chest, Seba nodded his agreement. The man was able to tell him that it was the left lung that was giving him issues due to a quick scan with his Ki, so Eljah quickly had him leaning over to expose the ribs.

Hands above his head, the remains of his shirt quickly being cut off, he asked, “You ever do this before?”

Elijah flicked his eyes toward the other man’s face, briefly meeting his eyes before returning to work. Pulling out another sterilizing cloth, he began wiping down Seba’s side. As he did, he slipped into the bare edge of meditation, trying to feel the other man’s blood flow. Around him, his aura activated and he did his best to connect with the mana leaving his body.

“Not this exactly, no.” He hedged, “But I’ve done similar treatments”

Yeah, putting in an IV is REAL similar… He thought to himself. Then he tried to move away from that train of thoughts. It would hardly help matters.

“Alright, don’t move Seba. Tell me when I get to your lung.”

Instantly, it was like the man had been paralyzed. Not a twitch came from him. Elijah gave his teammate one final scan, with his eyes and his mana sense, and felt confident he knew where to go. It was like back in the clearing, he could just barely feel the blood in Seba’s veins and could make out a small pool of the stuff where it shouldn’t be. With smooth and controlled motions, he began inserting the tip of the catheter.

Seba’s only reaction was a slight his of pain. To be fair though, it probably wasn’t notable amongst the cacophony of feedback from his many bruises. Elijah maintained a steady pace, slowly inserting the thing until Seba told him to stop.

“It’s there, what now?”

Elijah didn’t need to answer as a brownish yellow liquid began to drain from the tube. Elijah tried to stimulate the flow using his aura, and it seemed to have some affect. He would need to look at other options for controlling and sensing blood more directly, it seemed like a very useful skill, but this would do for now.

More than his minor contribution though, Seba realized he could use his Ki to begin reinflating his lung. This put pressure on the fluid, and quickly increased the speed of drainage. Between the two of them, Elijah anticipated most of the fluid being gone within two hours. Much faster than on earth, when it could take a day or more.

Unfortunately, two hours ended up being longer than they had.

#

It was Seba, with his far more powerful conventional senses, that noticed them first.

“Shit, they’re coming down the tunnel.”

Seba was matter of fact it, barely even changing his tone of voice. Elijah didn’t trust it. They both knew with that tube in his side he was worse than useless. Any unnecessary movement could jostle the thing or cause additional injury. If Seba tried to get him to flee again, they were going to come to an impasse.

Deciding to strike first, he quickly began speaking, “Alright, we’ll just have to do what we can now and finish the treatment later.”

He dropped one of the health potions into Seba’s lap.

“I’ll hold them off as long as I can. The more time you have to drain, the more help you’ll be. Don’t take that thing until I give the signal. When you do, we’ll push them back and make a break for it. Sound like a plan?”

For a moment Seba seemed like he was going to argue before he gave in.

“Yeah, you got it Elijah. Just tell me when and I’ll yank the spigot and take the potion.”

“Good, which way are they coming from?”

“Same way you did. It’s a pain since there is plenty of room for them and not so much for us.”

In the few minutes he had left, Elijah began piling dirt in the tunnel on that side. If he could get even a little bit of a barricade it could help matters immensely.

“Any chance they’ll come in from the other side?”

“Not sure, but they haven’t tried it yet. One more thing I don’t like about the situation. Feels like the damn things are trying to herd me out of the tunnel.”

“Well, we’ll have to deal with it later. I still think that’s are best escape route, no way we’re making it past a group of those things in that tiny tunnel.”

“Agreed. Get ready now, the first one’s on its way. Thirty seconds.”

Elijah backed off a little and summoned his armor, accumulated blood from various fights squeezing itself out of his armor to join the blood pouring from small cuts along his body. What appeared to be a ruby on his melt melted, contributing even more of the crimson liquid. True to Seba’s word, one of the hell cats came screaming and yowling out short seconds later. It slowed briefly at the piled dirt, but quickly forced its way through. Before it could get more than a step out of the tunnel though, Elijah hauled back a foot and punted it back into the tunnel.

The thing clawed and scratched at his leg, trying to find purchase, but his blood and bone armor repelled the claws. With nothing but a few gouges to show for its effort, the thing went flying back into the darkness. There was a clatter of bone impacting clatter and this time two yowling voices could be heard deeper inside, but it seemed Elijah had successfully repelled their first attempt.

“That was easy.”

Seba grinned at that, “Careful now, they probably won’t be so excitable on their next attempt.”

If the advice hadn’t been so obvious, it would have been prophetic. This time, the angry beast came crawling out of the tunnel slowly, swiping at anything that moved while hunched up. Its rear paws were braced, and Elijah doubted he could force the thing back with another kick. Instead, he summoned his blood weapon.

With the advancement to Intermediate, his Blood Blade had transformed into something called Blood Armament and he had transformed it into a Ki Art. With the change, he could now enhance any weapon with his blood, including his shield.

Small streams of blood extended from various points on his arm and a veritable river poured from one of the Bloodwells present now that his armor had been activated. The majority of the flows ran into the back of his buckler and rapidly expanded in a crystalline framework. Soon what he held was closer to a small shield rather than the barely plate side sized buckler he had had before. A few streams broke off and surrounded his short sword, almost more of an afterthought.

Jamming the shield into the entrance, he blocked off the monster’s advance. Using the small blade, he wrapped around the edges of the shield and took small stabs at beast. Around him, the red glow from his aura’s runes began to intensify. He wasn’t good at killing monsters, but he didn’t need to do that now. He just needed to buy time, and that was his specialty.

#

It was over an hour later that he finally hit his limit. His aura had been at work the entire time, eventually hitting its limit in inhibiting the felines, and he’d done everything he could to limit his energy expenditure. Unfortunately, the simple fact was that he only had so many reserves of mana, ki, and plain old muscle. He wasn’t fully tapped out yet, but any longer and he wouldn’t have enough energy to run.

With a shout, he pushed his blood shield forward and expanded it slightly, entirely blocking off the tunnel. He’d been slowly bleeding the beasts this entire time, and he had more blood to work in his Bloodwells than ever before. Quickly, he gave Seba the go ahead to pull the catheter and down the potion.

Over the next two minutes, he kept the lynx bottled up while Seba meditated to get himself into the best state possible. With a small gasp, he heaved himself to his feet, even as the cut in his side closed and his other injuries receded. With a nod, he indicated he was ready.

“Three…,” He counted slowly, steadily. “Two…One! Go!”

With a heave, he pushed the shield as far as he could. The lead cat was knocked backwards, entangling itself in the limbs of the monster behind it. With the affect of his aura, the two were hopelessly tangled in a mess of limbs, and it would take time for them to pursue while also blocking the advancement of the others.

With a reckless abandon, they began rushing toward the tunnel exit in a half crawl, half run. Limbs scrambling, they clawed at the dirt to extract every bit of speed they could manage. Behind them, howls and screeches of angry felines filled the tunnel, but they did not yet hear the sounds of pursuit. In front of them, the fresh, chilled scent of winter air pierced through the damp, heavy reek of loam.

With a shout of joy and laughter, they burst from the tunnel and prepared to flee into the forest. The only problem was a pair of massive, predatory eyes in the underbrush. With a shiver, goosebumps raised along his spine and Elijah suddenly empathized with mice discovering Triss waiting just outside their hole.

It appeared the boss monster had not been satisfied with merely sending Seba fleeing. It had been waiting to finish the job. Behind them, the sounds of claws on stone and earth told them they were about to be flanked from both sides. In front of them a beast they had no hope of killing paced.

“Told you you should have just left me…” Seba said with a hint of sadness and resignation.

“And I told you it wasn’t happening. We’ll just have to stall for time until we see a chance to break for it.”

“Heh, or we see a chance to cut the fucking things head off.”

It seemed Seba wasn’t ready to give in without a fight after all. Elijah was glad for that. This might be their last few moments, but at least they weren’t going to the void scared and alone. He didn’t want to die either, but if he had to choose at least this was a death worth having. If he had his way, he’d at least make sure his friend made it out safely.

#

Over the following minutes, they fought with the boss creature. Elijah had been expected the beast to perform all manner of trickery and magic with the blood that freely spilled from its hide. Or at least another blood bomb similar to what Seba had described. Thankfully, it appeared Elijah’s own magic was superior and the blood merely served to reinforce his own protection.

With that gone, the beast was simply large, fast, and incredibly strong.

Elijah managed to keep its focus by repeatedly stabbing towards its face and attempting to blind it with the shield, while the ghoul lynx circled him like a school of sharks smelling blood. Thick crimson plates covered him, and he was amazed to find it resistant to all but direct blows from the boss and essentially impervious to the lesser monsters. Not to say he could do anything to him either.

Out in open ground, the lynx only suffered minimal affect from his aura and the boss seemed nearly immune. Their heavy bone armor meant his only chance at hurting them were blows to the eyes, throat, or stomach and each guarded those points carefully. Even if they didn’t, he was rapidly tiring and he didn’t like his chances of hitting such small areas.

He wasn’t formally trained in a sword, he just did his best. With sweat in his eyes as they drooped from exhaustion he could barely see. The weapon felt clunky in his hands, moving slower than he expected. He had fallen back to wild swings meant to make him appear large and threatening. He didn’t know how long he could keep that up though.

In the shadows and treetops around him, Seba sprinted, swung, and flung himself about like some kind of demented monkey. Whenever he could, he’d fly in and attempt to stab one of the creatures. Most of the time, they would manage to ward him off. Despite that, he had begun leaving small cuts that hissed and festered with unknown poisons. Nothing that seemed to truly bother the creatures yet, but a sign of at least some headway.

He couldn’t keep it up forever though. Elijah doubted his lung was fully healed and more than once he’d seen his companion clutching at his side in pain. It didn’t stop him though, as he continued to push him self through the tears running down the small patches of scales around his serpentine eyes.

They had only been at it for maybe ten minutes, and they were already losing a step. It was as Elijah worked to formulate a plan - hoping for something, anything, that could see them out of this – that he heard it. A whistling sound coming from above them. One that the boss was already responding to and that he had only moments to identify.

With a grin, he realized what it was. Thinking back to days earlier, he prepared a repeat. As the boss gave its attention to the sky, he threw himself forward. Ducking under great, clawed paws, he slammed himself into the beast belly and began stabbing for all he was worth. The lynx around him roared and charged, attempting to gut him while he focused on his attack. Seba stabbed at the things with reckless abandon, hoping to defend him and draw their attention.

With a final shriek and a BOOM, a form came hurtling through the air and slammed the massive cat boss onto its side. Elijah himself was thrown end over end, along with Seba and the smaller lynx. Looking toward the crash site, he beheld the great beast taking long, wracking breaths. As if teleported there, two swords now emerged, one each, from the beast’s throat and eye.  

Kneeling on it, holding the weapons, Niels glared with a hatred Elijah had never before seen in the man. With a final, vicious tug, he turned and wrenched the weapons from the monster. It let out a piteous mew, attempting to claw him with ponderous swipes of its paws, only to be rebuffed with savage hacks of Niels’ blades.

Around them, the lynx that had been sent flying began to fade back into the jungle, apparently deciding that things had become too dangerous for them. Seba almost wished he could do the same when Niels turned on them and he saw no decrease in the other man’s anger.

With a final look around the clearing, he seemed to take control of his emotion. Letting out a deep breath, his expression melted to one of concern laced with joy as his eyes caught Seba. The rogue was still laying on the ground, panting, but was obviously alive and mostly well.

“I see you found our missing teammate. Thank you Elijah.”

            

    
        Interlude 5: A Twist of Fate

    
    
    
    
                It was a Tuesday late in the fall sixteen years previous when everything changed for Kara Reyes. There had been an early snowfall, unnaturally so for their small town of Cedarcrest. Early enough that nobody had been expecting to have need of firewood yet.

Young Kara had been sent to purchase a few logs from the woodsmen, just enough to heat their modest home, when she had held up by a small group of older boys. They thought themselves a gang, and liked to take from any younger children they happened upon. The money, what little Kara’s family had been able to spare for the comfort of a small fire, was swiftly discovered and just as rapidly claimed.

That had been when Master Beryl had appeared. The alchemist had been on a journey south of Carasin for materials, and he had been staying in Cedarcrest for the last several days. The anger on his face when he had discovered seven pre-teen boys bullying and extorting a young girl…

In the end, her family had gotten the firewood and then some.

In the weeks that Master Beryl had spent combing the countryside for various reagents, he had regularly stopped by to check in on Kara and her family. In her curiosity, she had pestered him with question after question about his work. Something her father and mother endlessly apologized for, but that seemed to amuse the old man.

Rapidly, he began taking interest in her studies. Cedarcrest was fortunate enough to have a public school run by one of the local churches, teaching each child the basics of math and reading. Enough to be able to sign contracts and calculate the costs of a farm at least. Kara excelled, rapidly outperforming everyone in her class and quickly hitting the limits on the resources the school had available. Soon she would have milked the church for everything it could offer her, and she would graduate two years early.

Seeing her potential, Master Beryl had offered to sponsor her attendance at one of Carasin’s boarding schools. He would pay for her education, housing, and food. Something her parents had never dreamed of being able to provide. In exchange, when she finished, and assuming she had any talent for it, he wanted to take her on as an apprentice in his alchemy shop.

Here parents had been hesitant at first, but over the months Master Beryl’s kind demeanor and helpful attitude, along with Kara’s continuous pleading, wore them down. She finished out her education in one of The Republic of Chrix’s premier schools, and reached a level of education and ability her family would never have been able to imagine.

Perhaps most importantly though, she had proven a natural at alchemy. A genius at a field most considered too demanding or too finicky to be worth the time and effort to achieve greatness in. For Kara, it was like learning something she already knew and had simply forgotten. Everything simply made sense.

That’s not to say there weren’t frustration or struggles, long nights spent smashing her head against a wall of formulae and calculations. But when the night was over and she had the solution, suddenly it all seemed so obvious and she rapidly ceased to have difficulties with similar problems.

She had even managed to impress Master Beryl with her capability. She had exceeded his every hope for the young, no name girl from the boonies. A girl he had seen potential in and worked to polish. She adored him like another grandfather, and had gladly signed the paperwork for a ten-year apprenticeship when she graduated at the age of seventeen.

At the time, she hadn’t understood how much work she was signing on to. Oh, she thought she had. She was a smart young girl who had never once found something that entire stumped her. She was responsible, independent, and capable. She had thought she knew everything. But as with so many teenagers in her position, she had been wrong.

Ten years for an apprenticeship, even an alchemy apprenticeship, was unusual. Master Beryl, though, was an unusual alchemist. One of the best in the entire city, capable enough that the Republic’s own Prime Minister had commissioned work from him on more than one occasion. That much knowledge took time to share, longer than an average apprenticeship.

Even with a decade though, more than time it took work. Hard work. Weeks of reading, days of meditation, and hours of practice for just one tiny aspect of the hidden and prized recipes Master Beryl had built his shop around.

Even putting every ounce of her talent, intelligence, and dedication into the work, it was years before she became a real asset for the old alchemist. And she spent every minute proud of what she was accomplishing and determined to be of more use. She wanted to be the best she could be when her apprenticeship ended. To have others look at her and say “That’s the quality you can expect from a student of Beryl the Alchemist.”

It was a dream long, long in the making.

#

She was ready. Today was the day. The first day of the last week of her apprenticeship under Master Beryl. Already, people throughout the town knew her and would ask for her work by name. She was quickly becoming one of the most popular merchants of any type in the city of Carasin. Something that brought endless business to Master Beryl’s shop.

There were even more requests for her work than Master Beryl’s, though that was because the works of an apprentice were far, far cheaper than the same potion made by someone of his status. Even if the affects of the potion were the same, his time was simply worth that much more than her own.

Besides, he was distracted with far more complicated work than a simple healing draught or potion of flight.

Entering the store, she quietly flipped the sign to open before beginning her morning routine. Sort the mail that had been dropped through the slot on the door, dividing between orders for herself, orders for Master Beryl, responses from supplier, and everything else. Clean the shop and dust the shelves to show the quality of their store and goods. Take inventory and prepare various orders of materials. Answer questions from the handful of customers, mostly adventurers, who stopped in.

She hummed quietly as she worked, occasionally passing by one of the two doors to the rear of the building and listening to the calming sounds of alchemical instruments being used. The shop had two alchemy labs, one that she had free access to that could be used for the more basic potions and concoctions and a second she needed permission to enter. The second, home to more advanced tools and the special little metal lockbox that house their rarest ingredients, had slowly become Master Beryl’s personal lab over the last few years while Kara herself slowly began to think of the lesser lab as hers.

It was a little lonely, watching as Master Beryl distanced himself from her work and began giving her more and more free space. Still, it was invigorating to have a place to call her own. To start her own projects and organize in her own matter. Whenever she missed his comforting presence, she would simply head over to the other door and listen. Enjoy hearing him hard at work in his own lab, still passionate about his field even after decades.

Smiling, she left the first door and entered the second. Inside, her final major project of her apprenticeship bubbled away happily. It had been simmering for three days now and wouldn’t be finished for another two, but when it was done it would be the most advanced potion she had ever personally created without any assistance. Assuming I didn’t mess anything up. She silently corrected herself.

The potion was a Inferno’s Gaze potion and meant to, at extreme expense, copy the affects of an Advanced tier combat spell by the same name. The user should be capable of igniting anything in line of sight, producing fire balls instantly at range with enough power rapidly reduce almost any material to ash. It was some part incredible, some part terrifying to be working on such a destructive potion.

And a massive boost to her confidence, and bragging ability, that Master Beryl would trust her with such a task.

When she was on her own, running her own shop, the ability to claim enough mastery to make Advanced tier potions on her own could be a major selling point. Something to draw in crowds of perspective buyers with lesser means than her teacher’s common clientele. She may not be on the level of Master Beryl, capable of making Practitioner and even Journeyman level potions alone, but it would still place her firmly in the top ten percent of the nation’s alchemists.

 She’d miss Master Beryl, but she looked forward to returning to Cedarcrest after all these years. She hadn’t told him yet that she planned to leave, but hoped he would understand. There weren’t many alchemists that far from the major city hubs, and she could provide previously unheard-of levels of support in the surrounding region. The healers alone would ecstatic to have a source of potions only days away versus weeks or months.

She could already see it now, slowly building up her reputation out in the less populace southern part of the Republic. Making a name for herself as she supported the advancement of the various small communities. Establishing a trade route for local reagents that were otherwise difficult to come by.

Then, once she’d established her worth on her own, she’d ask Master Beryl about creating a partnership between their potion shops. With his resources and connections, they could become the premier potion suppliers for the nation, if not the entire Central Elderwood Region. Flights of fancy from a hopeful young alchemist? Maybe. But not entirely unfeasible.

Whistling to herself, she began to prep the next set of ingredients. In addition to two more days of simmering, she had three more points in the process where carefully prepared and measured lesser potions would need to be mixed in. Currently that meant a Potion of Heat Resistance, meant to protect the user from the heat generated by drinking the finished concoction, and a Potion of Vision Enhancement.

She’d made both hundreds of times, and quickly began throwing them together without a care in the world. She could do these particular potions, and few others, blindfolded. Something Master Beryl had actually used to test her before letting her move on to more advanced creations. In his opinion, a true alchemist should be able to identify the tools of the trade and the most common ingredients without the aid of sight, and should be able to estimate the heat of a cauldron or other mixing apparatus without the use of thermometers.

She’d gotten more than a few burns in those days she reminisced, though nothing one of the poultices Master Beryl had prepared beforehand couldn’t fix.

She really was going to miss this place.

After she finished the Potion of Heat Resistance and Potion of Vision Enhancement, she poured them both into the larger cauldron and mixed until she felt them fully meld with the other ingredients. Throughout, her mana kept the reactions between the various magical ingredients under control, preventing the entire thing from releasing as a wave of fire that would burn the shop to the ground.

Job done and potion stable, she left reduced the heat back to a low simmer and left the lab. It was still a few hours until lunch and she expected a shipment of graxleaf to show up soon. If she timed things well, maybe she could finish just in time to cajole Master Beryl into joining her at the noodle shop down the road before they closed. He was terrible about eating when a project particularly caught his fancy, needing constant reminders to take care of himself.

#

In the end, she had managed to convince him to join her in seeking better food than a Potion of Sustenance. She’d practically had to beg, but it was worth it to see the satisfaction on his face when he had his first real meal in what she suspected to be almost half a week. Still, she wouldn’t let this happen again. She only had so many more lunches before she would be leaving the city.

“I’m going to miss this Master Beryl,” just a hint of sadness in her voice under the satisfaction of a delicious meal.

“Please, you’ll be able to come get noodles from the old lady whenever you want. Money will hardly be an issue with your talents. I’d even bet on you becoming the best alchemist in the city, bar none, within a decade or two.”

The way he said it was pleasant, but there was something hidden underneath. Displeasure maybe? Had he discovered she planned to leave? Perhaps tonight she would finally explain her decision to him.

“Surely not, how could I ever compare with your ability? You are the greatest alchemist in the country, let alone the city!”

“Your flattery will get you nowhere young lady, we both know you are far more capable than I was at you age.”

Yes, there was definitely something there. Some trace of bitterness or regret. She’d noticed it on occasion recently, popping up now and then ever since she mentioned possibly wanting to start her own shop. Asking for advice on how to begin a new store.

It was as she was debating how to explain it to him that it happened. The second event that forever changed Kara Reyes’ fate, though she didn’t know it yet. A massive explosion that shattered the shops windows and sent everyone screaming to the ground as a fireball of multicolored light consumed Master Beryl’s shop.

With a shout, her teacher called for her to get to her feet. That she needed to follow him, and see what they could salvage. Or at least prevent the fire from spreading. A hard look had entered his eyes, one she had never seen before but could empathize with considering his life’s work had just gone up in literal flames.

Running, she followed him as quickly as possible. One of the local fire crews had already arrived, using water and ice spells to control the fires. Nearby, a pair of city guards were taking reports. One from a singed man she didn’t know, and the other from Master Beryl while a woman who appeared to be the chief of the fire brigade watched on.

Something passed between the three, and the hardness that had been in Master Beryl’s eyes seemed to spread into the other two. Their backs went rigid, their mouths were set, and it was almost as though some amount of joy left their eyes as they turned toward her.

As they approached at a stiff march, she began to become nervous. Master Beryl remained where he was, staring into the ashes of the building and refusing to look at her. The guard pulled out a pair of bracelets. Bracelets she recognized, meant to inhibit mana and ki manipulation while binding the wrists together with force magic.

Why were they approaching her with them? What was going on?

“Madam Reyes?” The officer asked, “I am going to need you to come with me. We have a few questions for you.”

“What’s…” She took a moment to wet her lips, nervous about his tone, “What seems to be the matter officer? Can’t I answer your questions here?”

“I’m afraid not ma’am. Chief Hernandez over there, she says there is evidence that this fire was started intentionally. A magical cauldron left at too high of heat with a flame potion inside and various magical accelerants all around it.”

Looking at her like she was about to run, he took a half step forward as if to block her path. Both actions served to make him seem bigger than he really was, rapidly beginning to feel like he loomed over her as some dark mountain of flesh. In actuality he couldn’t have been more than an inch or two taller, but somehow she felt as tiny as a little girl again.

“Alchemist Beryl says there are clear procedures for the shop and that some of the reagents Chief Hernandez identified you aren’t even authorized to use. That he keeps them locked in a special safe in an entirely different lab and that nothing you were working on required them.”

“That…that can’t be right! My potion was stable this morning! And I didn’t even have any reagents out of the storage closet! I finished the potions this morning and put everything away. Besides that, I know I put the cauldron just high enough to maintain a simmer. Any more and I would have ruined weeks of work. Let me talk to Master Beryl, I’m sure we can figure this out! Someone must have broken in or…”

The guard cut her off, grabbing one of her wrists, “We’ll figure this all out at town hall. For now, you’re coming with me.”

#

In the end, the judge had sided with the fire brigade chief. Kara was found guilty of arson, destruction of property, and endangerment of the city. She was ordered to pay fines far beyond her ability to ever repay, most of which meant to go toward rebuilding Beryl’s shop. In the entirety of the time before the trial, she hadn’t seen hide or hair of her master.

When he had shown up at her trial, he had seemed rough. As though he hadn’t slept in days. When the judge gave her sentence, and she had explained that she would be unable to pay, her heart had sored for just a moment when he stood up. Finally, finally he was here to save her. To explain this all away. To help her.

“As she is unable to pay for the repair of my shop, I would like to invoke section 7, subsection 12, part c of her apprenticeship contract. Per these terms, I would see her assets auctioned away and her person sold into slavery to cover the costs in repairing my property. She’s an alchemist at least capable of Advanced Tier potions with minimum assistance. That should go some way toward recouping my losses.”

She couldn’t even scream, the shock was too intense. He was betraying her! Selling her to the slave caravans to be bought for who knew what! That bastard!

Suddenly, all the discontent and unhappiness in his voice made sense in her mind. He had been jealous! Feared that she was planning to open a shop and compete with him. Bastard Beryl had done this. Had made sure she could never take her talents out of his shop. At least not as a free person with any chance of advancement.

As she seethed, the judge spoke again, “Motion granted. In three weeks’ time, at public auction, Madam Reyes and all of her earthly possessions shall be auctioned to the highest bidder. These funds, along with one quarter of all money made using her skills for the next two years, will be delivered to Alchemist Beryl for the rebuilding of his shop.”

She was going to make him pay for this.

            

    
        Interlude 6: Poor Lost Soul

    
    
    
    
                Jack Freed had died horribly. Murdered in a back alley by some two-bit mobster who hadn’t been happy with the measly sixty dollars he’d been carrying in his wallet. As he had laid dying in that dirty alley, holding the bullet wound in his gut, he had assumed that experience would be the worst, and final, thing he ever felt.

He was wrong.

When he’d woken up in that strange void, screaming in fear, he’d assumed he was about to be judged by whatever gods or demons decided such things. Instead, after the initial panic, he had found himself strangely calm. Still mind numbingly terrified, but not as much as he had been seconds ago.

For long minutes he had raged at the mysterious voice to put him back. Then he had begged. Then he had cried. He had imagined his mother learning her precious baby boy had died in some filthy alley during a drug trade gone wrong. Well, drugs and other business. Hopefully she’d never learn about that though.

 Even for him though, the pity couldn’t last forever. Eventually, exhaustion had claimed him and he fell asleep crying. Afterwards, he hadn’t woken up until almost twelve hours later. Half his time, gone in an instant. And that wasn’t even counting all the time wasted begging the emotionless Voice of Death to put him back.

His decisions had only gotten worse from there.

Still feeling down and unhappy with his lot in life, or rather death he supposed, he had decided to do something to cheer himself up. When he’d been alive, he’d always promised himself he’d have one of those real primo spreads. The type only the richest douchebag could afford. Seventy-dollar salads, three-hundred-dollar burgers, that sort of thing. And for the low price of eighty-six points, one could finally be his! He even got a glass of god damn Dalmore Constellation scotch with his meal!

It was truly a meal fit for the top dogs. The kings and presidents of Earth. He could never have even approached a dream of this level of decadence in his old life. At least that was what his contented mind told him as he prepared for a nap after making what was, in his humble opinion, the best decision he had ever made.

An opinion that had begun to change when he woke up to the agony of a foot long leech latching onto his leg. Apparently he’d hit the end of the count down in that mysterious void space and the Voice of Death had been content to drop him in a god damn swamp! Screaming, he ripped the leech away and scrambled onto a small hillock that breached the water.

The news had not gotten better as he read through his messages. Not only was it a swamp it was the fucking Mindflayed Swamp! The hell did that even mean? He didn’t know, he just knew he liked his mind as it was and not flayed. Fucking death couldn’t even give him a good second life. No, had to send him to a god damn swamp to be eaten and chewed on by leeches.

Maybe this was hell. Maybe the void space had been where he was being judged, and now he was stuck in hell. His mother would be so disappointed. Maybe he should have gone to church more with her. The reverend had been such a bastard though, always telling him that anything even remotely fun was a sin.

Hard to say if a life of chastity and dourness would have been worth evolving an afterlife of swamp and leeches.

Unfortunately, being out of the water proved itself not to be the safety he was hoping for. Instead, he’d found a whole other breed of nightmares waiting for him.  Weird hedgehog looking things with a shark like mouth and a big ass venus fly trap protruding from their back. No to mention being about a foot tall and covered in tentacles that drew things greedily toward its gnashing mouths.

The Voice of Death had called it a Mygoricius, and he swore it had laughed while mentioning they were one of the most common monsters in the swamp. The thing just wanted to watch him suffer! He was absolutely sure of it.

When the monster had started drooling some kind of purple goo that hissed as it dripped on the ground, he’d decided to make a run for it. There was no other option! No way he was tangling with some kind of acidic rodent-plant from hell. Not without some serious firepower.

#

To his immense frustration, the shop had refused to sell him a gun. Nothing appeared no matter what he searched. Machine Gun, AR, rifle, flamethrower…Not even a handgun or revolver. No modern weaponry would show up. The best he could find were a handful of old school muzzle loaded weapons, something he had no clue how to properly load and fire. He only knew enough to know he couldn’t use them.

Which had left him with only one other option, a crossbow. He had briefly debated a bow, but he had only the most basic idea of how to fire one and figured a crossbow would handle a lot more similarly to a gun. It had sights and you held it in the same way after all…

He just hadn’t accounted for how difficult loading the damn thing would be. Eventually, he’d learn that you were supposed to step on the damn thing to reload it, that way you could get the full strength of your body involved. At the time, he’d been convinced he just wasn’t strong enough.

Which was how he ended up spending almost all of his remaining points on increasing his strength stat to one-hundred-and-thirty-four. Loading it was still a bear, but he could manage it. And when it actually hit something, well he doubted any monster would be pleased with the result.

Quickly, he fell into a pattern. If he saw something, or heard something in the underbrush, he’d fire the big crossbow as best he could in the threat’s direction. Then, he’d turn on his heal and make a run for it. Overall, it seemed to be working. Most creatures either scared off by wild shots or busy trying to figure out what had flew past them.

He’d made it nearly an entire day before the monsters got him.

It was another of the Mygoricius things, this one even bigger than the first and obviously hungry. At least, Jack assumed so considering the amount of purple drool that dripped from the things mouth. His shot had gone wide, and the thing hadn’t been the least bit intimidated. Instead of retreating, when Jack turned his back to flee the monster had charged. Long vines had shot from its sides and cocooned him, before slowly beginning to drag him back.

Thankfully, his screams of fear had been enough to attract the attention of one of the other nearby groups. A team of big minotaur looking - they’d said they were called Tav somethings, but he hadn’t been paying attention – beasts that were at least civilized enough to not want to eat him.

That had been a real concern of his at first, and he spent long seconds cowering and begging as they stared at him. Eventually, one had gotten frustrated and smacked him on the back of the head. When that shut him up, the thing had been quick to introduce their group as Rolling Thunder and had said they were willing to get him out of the swamp. For a price.

Spending the forty points to get the coin they asked for was a no brainer, and he had gladly paid.

#

He’d cried when they finally left the swamp. The Voice of Death had said something about him “forfeiting any right to the inheritance of the Mindflayed Swamp” by leaving early, but what did he care! What “inheritance” could possibly be worth forcing his way through that god forsaken, rancid pit of suffering and leeches.

Some other poor sap could claim this “inheritance”. Or more likely die trying. He was going to fucking live. Live and get out of this hell.

After a couple questions, asked carefully and fearfully to avoid enraging the beasts who had guided him so far, he had concocted a plan. He was going to the city! He knew how to live in those. Every city had crime, and all organized crime needed an accountant. Someone good with coins and numbers. If he made it there, everything would be all right.

With plans made, he began to wander his way in the direction the giant minotaurs had said the city was. At any other point in his life, he would have called it the worst journey imaginable. Hours of walking, no air conditioning, only the ground to sleep on…

After the swamp though, it had been downright relaxing. No monsters trying to eat him, the nights stayed warm enough that his lack of a blanket wasn’t a problem, and he had not encountered a single blood sucker of any kind!

The only damper on his journey had been when he ran out of points, and therefore out of food and water, on the third day. He refused to eat that “nutritional bar” the shop tried to scam you into for one point. It had said it would feed him for the day, but he didn’t trust it. The thing looked far too small when the voice had shown him an illusion of the food. Thankfully, a lovely old couple had seen him wandering past on the road, tired and hungry. They had invited him in for dinner and let him sleep in the barn for the night too! Truly kind souls.

He swore he would pay them back when he snuck out the next morning with a stolen basket full of eggs and cheese. He had tried to find some of the leftover meats, but hadn’t found where they were stored. He figured it wasn’t too much of a loss, that this would be enough to get him to the city. How far away could it really be after all?

#

Pretty far as it had turned out. He didn’t make it to the city until nine days later. Two after he had eaten the last of the eggs, raw since he had taken nothing to cook them with. The city guard had stopped him, accusing him of being a vagrant and a thief of all things! They’d warned him that they’d have their eyes on him and not to get up to any trouble.

That was fine, he’d be ruling his own little chunk of this city soon enough. Manipulating it from the shadows as part of some powerful crime family. Then he’d make these guards pay. Make them apologize for thinking so little of him.

He did his best to wipe the dirt from his clothes and hide the sweat stains. He was going to have to look his best for what came next. Couldn’t have them casting him away because of a few unfortunate nights spent outdoors…

Maybe he could even scrounge up something new to wear if he was careful. And a bath too, if he could manage it. There was a river only thirty minutes outside the city, and he really did need to impress.

Such thoughts filling his mind, he began wandering through one of the residential parts of the city. Over the next few hours, he slowly found himself to be the proud owner of a new pair of trousers and a decent enough leather coat. Good enough to hide his dirty and stained shirt at least. He also had a fortunate encounter with a nervous housewife that had left him in possession of a bucket and soap.

Whistling, he left the city to make his way back to the river and prepare for his inevitable rise.

#

The following months had not been kind to him. Every time he had approached some small group of criminals, hoping to make his way into their good graces, they had beaten him and robbed him of what few possessions he had at any given time. Word got around about the “dirty beggar” trying to get in the various crime groups good graces.

He was managing though.

He’d claimed a little corner of one back alley all for himself. The days were getting colder, but a few trips out on the town had found a number of rags and blankets…donated to his use. He’d pay them all back when his fortunes turned of course. They’d all be glad to have assisted in his rise.

Things were tough now, but he’d find the right partner. Eventually. And then they’d realize just how useful he could be! After that, join up with a larger operation. Rise through the ranks by merit and skill. Work your way to the very top, and prove your worth. Then everything he ever wanted would be his.

A few years of that, making a nice big nest egg and the right investments, and he could retire. Switch to doing something that would make his mother proud.

These damn barbarians didn’t know their ass from their face, but he’d show them. He’d show them the worth of a modern man. And then he might even forgive them. Let them ride on his coat tails.

Digging around, he pulled out the battered, beaten bucket he’d been gifted all those weeks ago when he first made it to the city. It had seen better days, but it was one possession he had managed to hold on to. One he was glad he had, given all he used it for. Whistling, he swung his way to his feet and left for the nearby well. First, he’d use it to slake his thirst, then the two of them would go shopping for food.

 “Excuse me sir!” A voice called out as he walked, “You sir! The man with the bucket! May I talk to you?”

He turned, gesturing to himself, and was surprised when the owner of the voice nodded emphatically. She was a tall woman, maybe five-nine or -ten, and heavily muscled. Like a weight lifter or one of the city guards. She carried herself with a surety Jack rarely saw in people, and walked confidently towards him.

“Have you heard about the Empress’s new program? She seeks to help people in need such as yourself. A soft bed, a warm meal…She sees these as the bare minimum that should be provided for her people. Maybe I could lead you to the local shelter?”

Bristling as his pride was bruised, he responded harshly, “What on Earth are you talking about? I’m fine! Just a little down on my luck. Everything will be sorted out soon and just you watch! I’ll be back on top, right where I belong.”

She held her hands out, doing her best to appear non aggressive and de-escalate the situation. He saw something change in her eyes, but wasn’t sure what. All he knew was that she seemed to be doing her best. Trying to be understanding and kind. He began to feel a little bad about how he had treated her.

“Of course you will. Nobody is saying you won’t. I just thought maybe you could use a little help right now. Something to take away some immediate worries so you can focus on fixing things up long term. Doesn’t that sound nice?”

“I…I suppose it does. I apologize for snapping at you, things have been a bit tough lately.”

She seemed to consider him for a moment before continuing, “I don’t recognize your accent. Are you new to the city?”

He was surprised to see her taking an interest in him, but it left him feeling warm. Like somebody was finally there to support him. He almost felt like crying, but held himself together to keep the conversation with this wonderful woman going.

“Yep! Only been here a couple of months. I’m from…pretty far away.”

She smiled as he said it. That was nice. Maybe he could make her smile more…

“Oh wow! Must have been quite a story that brought you here than. I bet it was unbelievable!”

She took his hand, guiding him quickly through the crowd. They were headed deeper into the city, closer to the nice central district. He didn’t often make it up there. The guards could be a bit touchy about strangers such as himself.

Realizing he had spaced out instead of answering her question, he quickly gave a response, “Oh, you’d never believe me if I told you.”

That was suave right? It must have been, she was still smiling at him. Didn’t let go of his hand either. Something about her eyes bothered him for just a moment, but she really was quite lovely.

“We’ll have to see. I look forward to hearing all about your journey here over the next few days. I’ll bet we can get up to all sorts of mischief.”

“I think I’d like that…” He responded dreamily, “Just tell me what I can do, and I’ll do it!”

She laughed at his response. It was a little harsh, but the laugh was beautiful and making him nearly melt.

“That’s a good attitude. Try to keep that in mind!”

As he entered the plain door on the side of one of the buildings, he was hit with the wonderful smell of fresh bread and soup. He saw a sign pointing toward a dining hall, but the mysterious woman led him deeper inside the building instead.

 Maybe she wants to keep it private? He wondered to himself. Just the two of us. That would be nice…

The last thing he saw was a red door. Something hit the back of his head and the world went dark.

            

    
        Interlude 7: Plots and Plans

    
    
    
    
                “Are you sure about this next contract?”

A shadowed figured whispered to another over the light of a small fire. They’d only recently made it to the center of the dungeon, it should have been a time for celebration and maybe a little feasting. Instead, some of them were starting to worry about the future. Their current journey was nearly at an end and that meant certain…unpleasant…tasks were headed their way sooner than some would have liked.

“No, I am not sure. Unfortunately, I don’t see another way to make it back before the end of the year. How long do you want to spend out here?”

“I see your point, it’s just…you know they aren’t going to like it.”

Both new who the first shadowed figure was referring to. It was a surprised, but the unknown individual they had met in this dungeon was a bright spot none had expected. When they had come out in this direction, looking for work and fortune, they had not expected to encounter so many difficulties.

Still, they all agreed it was worth it. A young, talented individual who they could help grow into a real asset to their team. A new way forward to advance as a group. Higher rankings, bigger jobs, and better rewards. Everything they needed to become even more comfortable. Maybe even start preparing for retirement.

“I know they won’t. I don’t like it. It is an unpleasant job. But sometimes those unpleasant jobs have to be done. Besides, would you doom the rest of them just because one is a slaver?”

“No, no…I just wish such barbarity weren’t legal. It’s part of why I’ll be glad to leave. So much beauty in this nation, and then some truly ugly parts.”

The two fell into silent contemplation for a while, neither looking up from the flickering flames. Idly, they listened to the sounds of the others shifting in their sleep. One particular individual, hiding away in a small personal tent, snored so loudly it was a wonder none of the rest were awake.

“I do not approve of it. Still, it is not illegal and simply refusing will put plenty of other innocent merchants at risk. That, along with our own personal needs…I think we have to accept.”

“And if they refuse because of it?”

The second figure shifted, clearly unhappy. If they first had to guess, the second had been thinking about and debating that very worry for weeks now.

“If they refuse, what can we do? We leave them with a way to contact us and hope they find their way back to us. For now, we do everything we can to leave them with a favorable impression.”

There was a brief pause, but the second figure eventually sighed and continued.

“Only thing we can truly control is how much we prepare them. I, personally, am in favor of giving them every resource we can afford to part with. If they stay with us, it will be a solid investment for the future. If they leave, it means we are more likely to see them again. Either way, it would be a shame if they died after all the work we’ve put in.”

 The first figured laughed lightly at that, filling their small campsite with joy but not so much noise as to wake their resting teammates.

“A real shame! Can you imagine what they are like in a year or two…It’s amazing how fast they are growing.”

“It is impressive. None of us advanced so quickly. Though I will admit, we grew under safer circumstances.”

“Not necessarily… We just didn’t have the same guidance at those dangerous points in our youth. Couldn’t reap the same level of benefits.”

“True, true. Do you envy them?”

The first figure grunted at that. They pulled a stick from the burn pile and began poking at the ashes. For a while, there was silence. Eventually, though, the first figure returned to focusing on the second.

“I am happy, in the end, with where I ended up in life. There are things I’d change, and times I wish I had been stronger, but I think that’s true of anyone my age. I’ll be happy if our guidance mitigates the number of similar experiences they have.”

The second figure seemed pleased with that response, and their conversation once again died down. After years of working together and gaining both a professional and personal relationship, a few minutes of silence could hardly cause discomfort between them. Instead, they simply enjoyed the silence and each other’s presence.

“Maybe there will be another option when we get out of the dungeon? Not a lot of news travelling in here.”

The second figure sighed at the first’s comment. It was obvious this would be picking at the first’s mind all night. Still, they were friends and friends supported each other. For a little while they second debated agreeing. A little white lie to ease their worry. That wasn’t the second’s way though, and eventually they decided to force the first to acknowledge the situation.

“That seems unlikely. When we entered the dungeon, there were very few options. And nobody seemed hopeful of others popping up any time soon. This caravan will be the richest merchants leaving the earliest. Anything else means spending weeks or maybe even months here, twiddling our thumbs.”

“I know, I know. One can hope though, right?”

“Hope is fine, just do not let it cloud your judgement or push you away from uncomfortable truths. You know that.”

“ Yeah, it would be a shame is all. Still, you’re right. As always.”

A flash of the fire illuminated a sardonic grin on the second figures face at that.

“Not always, unfortunately. Not always.”

#

Far away from the first two shadowed figures, another hidden individual was preparing for their own clandestine meeting. Unlike the previous two, comfortably sat next to a dying fire, surrounded by the sleeping form of their allies, this individual had snuck away from their compatriots.

Quietly, they scanned their surroundings. At a glance, it appeared they were entirely on their surroundings. Straight backed and shoulders squared, they gave off no impression of fear. An alpha predator observing their domain.

Fitting their vigilance and apparent confidence, no sooner had a second figure snuck into the clearing than the first began to speak.

“What are your thoughts on the new addition to our group?”

The second figure seemed to pause, apparently nervous to be addressed. Despite the fine armor they wore, for a moment they seemed very, very vulnerable. A rabbit caught in the gaze of a fearsome eagle as it dove, too scared to do anything but await the inevitable.

“I…um…they seem capable…”

The second figure responded neutrally. It was obvious they were unsure what the first wanted, and were cautious in their response. No reason to poke a bear.

The first figure rolled their shoulders, stretching muscles and grunting in pleasure as pops erupted down their back. As they stretched, head twisting side to side, they almost seemed to grow in the seconds eyes.

“If I decided they were unhealthy for the party would you fight me on that?”

The second figure could barely contain their shock. Their new addition had been nothing but a boon so far. Far beneath them in individual skill, yes, but the promise they showed… It was surprising to hear the first speaking like this. Especially after how much personal effort they had put into the new team member.

Suddenly, the second figure realized they had remained silent too long. The first was apparently growing displeased, as they were no longer focused on the surroundings, but upon them. The second did not like being the focus of that gaze.

Quickly, the second responded, “Of course not. How could I fight you on something like that. I’m just…surprised. What would make you change your mind so suddenly?”

The first stared at them for a long moment, and the second was worried they had gone too far. That the first was about to brutalize them for daring to second guess them. It was a terrifying thought, if one that had not yet manifested in all their years together.

If the second was honest with themselves, that was probably one of factors that had kept them around so far. The first only destroyed assets that had already been used to their fullest. The second still had worth, and would therefore be cared for and allowed to grow.

All for a better harvest in the end.

“Risk and reward. This is true for everyone in our line of work, regardless of affiliation. When you operate outside the protections of the adventurer’s guild, though, understanding this becomes even more important. There will be no cavalry to come riding to our rescue if we find ourselves in need of aide. There is only our own strength and our ability as a team.”

The first returned to scanning the surroundings. If the second did not know better, they would have thought the first was looking for something to fight and kill.

“I have recently come to believe our new companion is more risk than reward. At least in the long run. They still have uses, for now, and I would not discard them just yet. A need might arise for them later.”

The second nodded along, not wishing to contradict. Still, a thought kept pushing forward in their mind. A dangerous, dangerous thought.

“Certain others on the team may be…distraught with this decision. Not myself of course!” They added hastily, “But you know how emotional some of our team members can be. They have become…attached. Discarding our new ally may have…additional risks.”

The second figure winced as they said it, fearful of potential blowback. The first figure may have never harmed them, but their temper was not to be underestimated. They hid it well, beneath a strong façade and iron control, but with just the second figure here… The second already knew this secret and the first did not need to hide it.

“That would be unfortunate, but there always are complications when one discards an asset. This would not be the first time. We will simply need to be careful with how we do so. Others may never need to know.”

The first seemed confident as they spoke. As if their will was law, and their every wish would be made manifest. The second couldn’t argue with that, given the first’s history and personal power. If their will was not law made manifest, it would be soon enough.

“I…suppose. I worry about if they discover what has happened though. It is not as though it would be the first time, and I fear they would figure it out sooner or later.”

There was a long pause as the second figure made repeated false starts after this. They clearly had more to say, but it appeared getting the words out were difficult. Eventually, the second figure took a deep breath, closed their eyes, and went for it.

“The others are not as dumb as you believe.”

The first paused for a moment, apparently speechless. They gave the second a long look, seeming to be internally debating something. Eventually they spat on the ground and returned to surveying the surroundings.

“I don’t think they are stupid. They are smart enough they could have figured this all out long ago.”

The first grinned savagely, apparently pleased about something.

“No, it is far better than that. If they were stupid, I would need to be constantly watching over them. Making sure they are doing the right things, making the right decisions.”

The first looked at the second again. A piercing look, that nagged deeply at the second’s mind. One that left them uncomfortable and unsure if they wanted to hear the rest of this.

“What they are, is willfully ignorant. Just like you tried to be. They know what is going on, hear it as a little voice deeeeeep in the back of their mind. And every time it speaks, they tell it to shut up because they don’t want to know.”

The first figure gave a short cruel laugh before continuing, “Just like you tried to do. To bad you are so bad at ignoring a puzzle. I bet you’d be much happier pretending all this bad shit never happens, just like the rest of them.”

The second was quiet for a long time after that. The first just let them brew, knowing they were coming to terms with years of self-denial. Years of pretending they had stumbled on this little “secret” by accident or by being smarter than the others or some other delusion. Eventually the second spoke again.

“And if one of the others decides to stop being ignorant this time? If losing this one makes them decide its not worth it anymore?”

The cruel grin appeared again, reflecting the moonlight and leaving the second shivering. The first took a long pause, seeming to relish breathing in and leaving the second on edge.

“If they decide that, then I will simply need to explain things to them. They may not like what we do, but they’ll love what they get out of it. And in the end, that will make sure they do not complain too much.”

Turning around, the first appeared to dismiss the second.

“People like us do not have a lot of options for true wealth. You have to take what you can, even if that means going through, or over, others. A corpse can be just as good of a stepping stone as anything else if you are careful about it.”

            

    
        Interlude 8: An Unfortunate Guest

    
    
    
    
                A man lay on the floor of the cell before him. The pathetic creature was curled in a ball, shivering as drool pooled beneath his cheek. Occasionally, a spasm wracked his entire body, usually accompanied by a pained moan as the wretch’s eyes twitched wildly.

Jugo could only sigh. It seemed like every week was the same. If their guest would only be a little more…co-operative. It had all started so well, and then that damn Voice had to come and visit. It was too late by then! The goose had already been cooked and he wasn’t about to release the wretch.

Especially not with the tantalizing visions of future power he had let slip that first night.

Things had started so well. Their guest had been more than willing to share information about the weapons of his homeland. Massive ballista that could fire over the horizon and decimate cities. Bows that could fire one hundred or more arrows a second. Self-powered carriages that could destroy buildings with ease.

True, all of these things could be replicated with magic - at least with enough power -, but their guest had said his people had managed it without a drop of mana. This was a weapon that even he, who had not a drop of talent for spellcraft or Ki Arts, could pick up and be a threat to even Journeyman mages. They might be beyond the interest of world spanning superpowers like The Eternal Storm and The Deep Earth, but it would represent a paradigm shift amongst the lesser nations not seen in generations.

That wasn’t even getting into the potential stealth applications. If these devices really did require no magic, then most nations defenses would be entirely useless against them. If he was careful, he could bring many of his rivals to their knees before they even knew what was going on. Especially since their guest had implied, they were far, far cheaper to produce that the equivalent magic items. Some of the more powerful nations in the world might have enchanted versions of these “guns”, but his small nation certainly couldn’t afford to produce them.

Worth every bite of those fine meals he had given their guest. At least so he had thought, until he started inquiring for deeper information. The wretch had told him he didn’t know! How could he not know how these weapons function. Especially after he claimed to own one of them!

At first he had thought the fool was seeking better incentives. Money, food, a nice home perhaps. He had almost given in. Almost agreed to such…bribery.

In the end though, he couldn’t stand the thought of this fool growing fat off his largesse. So, he had had his guest moved into his current room. After that, negotiations had become more forceful. He would get this information. It was too late for anything less than acquiring massive advantage. He risked much in going against the Herald’s decree, and this creature stood in the way of the gains that could be had.

At least he truly hoped this otherworlder was playing him. If he had truly risked so much for nothing…That was truly the worst-case scenario.

Nodding to the advisor on his left, Jugo indicated that they should begin. The man left, but he could hear words being spoken faintly on the other side of the door. Liam, his ever-faithful steward, stood at his right and gazed at the prisoner through the scrying orb. The man tutted as the sound of speaking continued on the other side of the door, eventually leaving to tell the two on the other side to speak elsewhere.

Jugo himself paid it little mind. Liam had always been more mindful of such breaches in protocol, calling them “inconvenient” and “disrespectful”. Frankly, Jugo himself merely wished to get this over with as soon as possible. If it was faster, he would rather have had the wizard running communications in the room with him.

He peered closer at the scrying orb, hoping for any sign that today would be different. That this time, he would get something worthwhile. If the gods saw fit to send him a sign, however, he missed it. It appeared to him that today would just be another disappointment.

As he thought that, a guard entered the cell and kicked the prisoner. When there was no response, Jugo nodded his assent and the guard the blow a few more times until the wretch finally seemed to realize what was happening. An unfortunate side affect of some of their other attempts to loosen the man’s tongue had left him with difficulty distinguishing reality from dreams, but usually enough pain did the job. At least for a while.

“Subject One, wake up!”

After being moved down to the cell, the fool had insisted for weeks his name was Jordan or some such. They had broken him of that eventually. He was a research tool. A data point. Nothing more. A wretch like him didn’t need a name and he would not let his researchers form attachments.

Jordan was a name. A connection. Some sign of a greater whole that was due respect and care. Subject One was an identifier. Cold. Emotionless. Analytical. People could ignore Subject One’s cries of pain much like they might a rabbit they were testing a new spell form on.

Jugo was unsure just how far they had broken Subject One, but he suspected even the man himself did not remember that his name had been Jordan. Most likely only himself, Liam, and his head guardsman remembered that particular fact.

For the best. He thought to himself as Subject One shakily forced himself to his feet.

The tall man’s head had been shaved. They had found flees and lice attempting to colonize it and the researchers had not been happy. Now he was dunked twice a week in a bath mixed with potions meant to repel pests and remove all hair from his body.

Small, circular burn marks were present at various points on the subject’s body. They were presents from the head guardsmen, meant to stimulate his memory or punish bad behavior. The man did so love his lightning magic. Bruises could also be seen, though the guards tried to limit strikes to the sides and stomach to prevent an overabundance of them.

Perhaps most concerning, if this guest had been a subject of his realm and Jugo therefore responsible for his health, was a certain glaze to the man’s blue eyes. A difficulty focusing and a habit of looking to the ground or distant corners.

That had been the product of many different appointments with his various researchers and guardsmen. In the end though, Jugo was of the opinion it was the Lieutenant Head Guardsman’s Dream Magic that had finally caused that particular peculiarity.

“Subject One,” the guard continued. “Have you had time to think about our questions?”

The prisoner’s entire body shook like a leaf and he looked as though he might piss himself in fear. A certain focus returned to his eyes, but they rolled in a panic as his body refused to move and deeply ingrained instinct kept him from meeting the guards gaze.

“P…Please…I...I don’t know anything!” He started crying, “I swear I don’t know anything! I wasn’t a mechanic or scientist…I was just a math teacher!”

The guard stepped forward threateningly, “Shut up Subject One!”

The barked order had an immediate effect, causing the prisoner to stand tall and close his mouth. The shaking that had wracked his body was still present, but muted as the wretch fought it.

“Good,” the guard said with a cruel smile. “Now, let’s try answering that question again. Have you thought about the questions the researchers gave you.”

Subject One licked his lips, before taking a few attempts to give a clear answer, “Yes, I have thought about the questions.”

“Good, good. I am glad to hear that. The chef brought down a fine meal you know, just for you if you can give us something useful.”

Subject One started crying again at that. It was amazing how much a good meal could make you feel human again, and they had been sure to show him that several times over the course of his stay. A good meal, and then sleep in a comfortable bed. It truly was paradise, and it could be his.

“I…I think I remember something.”

Jugo perked up. This was off script. Usually by this point Subject One would be begging them to believe him as he claimed he knew nothing. Now, though, they might have a lead. This was very, very good.

The guard looked happy as well. Subject One was not the only one due a reward if their guest remembered anything. Jugo had been very clear about that. Anyone who was successful in…assisting Subject One’s memory would be handsomely rewarded as well.

“Good to hear. Why don’t you tell me what you can remember.”

“We..well,” their guest began, “I, I can’t promise anything. But I remember this TV show I watched once. Do you remember what I told you about gunpowder?”

“Yes, a controlled explosive meant to propel these...bullets correct?” When Subject One nodded he continued, “What about gunpowder?”

“I…I remember one of the ingredients.”

That had Jugo out of his seat as he approached the scrying orb. Finally, after weeks, real progress.

“I can’t promise anything, like I said I saw it in a TV show. In it though, the main character made gunpowder and one of the ingredients was something called saltpeter.”

Jugo looked toward his Steward, but the other man shook his head. He had never heard of this “saltpeter” either. Perhaps one of the Alchemists would know. Then again, perhaps not. He’d spoken of “chemistry” and the “elemental table” before, but none of them could make heads or tails of most of it. They had managed to track down a handful of the names, such as Cobalt and Phosphorous, in a single tome for Expert level potions. Unfortunately, no alchemist of such a caliber had blessed his nation in centuries.

Either way, Liam was on the job. He had already sent a messenger to bring one of the royal alchemist to Jugo’s thrown room. They would share everything they knew soon enough. Looking back to the Scrying Orb, he saw that the guard had continued talking.

“-know about getting this…saltpeter?”

That really sent Subject One shaking. The prisoner obviously knew they were interested. He just didn’t know if it would be enough to get him the reward that had been mentioned. Now he was desperate for it though. Jugo could see it in his eyes.

“I…I don’t remember.”

The guard put on a look of disappointment at that. He frowned and gave a dissatisfied grunt, before turning to leave. As he put his back to Subject One and began approaching the door, the prisoner reached out a hand and cried out in desperation.

“But I remember it involved manure! And straw! And I think you peed on it…”

The guard was turning back around, but this time he looked angry. Jugo couldn’t blame him. What kind of lie was this supposed to be? Was Subject One trying to prank them? He was working himself into a rage, about to order Subject One beat from one side of the dungeons to the other, when Liam spoke up.

“My liege. I believe he is telling the truth. Or at least believes he is. Perhaps the Head Guardsman and his Lieutenant can confirm? They are very good at picking out lies. Still, I do not think he would choose something so…preposterous as his lie after all this time.”

Jugo calmed himself, slowly accepting his advisor’s words. At the very least they could have an expert on such things talk to Subject One.

#

In the end, Jugo’s Guardsmen had agreed with Liam. It was good. A minor victory. They were finally getting somewhere. The problem, which Jugo came back to again and again, was that it wasn’t enough. They had made progress on getting a single ingredient for one part - a key part to be sure, but still only one part – of the least of the weapons Subject One had described.

And now, once again, it felt like he had no choice but to keep pushing for more. He kept taking these steps. Seeing how far he had come and how much he had to lose. Hearing the whisper of some great payoff just around the corner.

And every time it came back to bite him.

A massive part of him just wanted to cut his losses now. Kill Subject One. Kill every researcher, enchanter, and alchemist involved directly with the project. Hide the bodies and forget it ever happened. Go back to slowly amassing power for the nation and hope his grandchildren might finally bring their people to a higher stage. Just like his grandfather had and his grandfather before him.

Which is why just as large a part of himself screamed to keep going.

If one subject wasn’t enough, collect ten. If ten weren’t enough, one hundred. What Subject One didn’t know, another might. Or they might know something else that jogged Subject One’s memory. Keep collecting them until he had enough.

Or he could expand the team. Run more experiments. Attempt to collect information from various churches or libraries across the region that might bridge what this otherworlder said to what they already knew. Get more geniuses and savants from across his nation to consult and grow the knowledge.

The question was, was he brave enough to go directly against the Herald’s demand like that? Subject One had been an outlier, somebody he already had in his palm long before the Herald and her Voices were looking. In addition, all of his resources had been internal. Individuals he already had on retainer so their time in his castle would not raise suspicion.

If he started looking for more subjects or expanded the team, it would draw attention. There was no getting around that. It might only be local attention at first, but how long before more dangerous individuals took notice? Eventually someone would notice, and there was no denying that fact. If he continued, he would need either support or to be very good at knowing when to stop.

Which was why this was all so frustrating. The risk of disaster or the certainty of mediocrity? If only the gods would see fit to send him a sign. Something to show which was the right path and the direction to glory for his people.

As he sat at his dining table, deep in thought, he could not help but wish he had someone to share these burdens with. Liam was capable, and Jugo trusted him more than most, but at the end of the day he was an advisor. Not a partner. Someone to rule rather than truly confide in.

“My liege,” A voice cut through his thoughts and he was abruptly pulled back to the present.

As much as it felt the visitor in the dungeon consumed his every waking thought, that simply wasn’t the case. Being a ruler required far to much from an individual to always be stuck on a single subject. Perhaps he would be able to distract himself with the more logistical side of leadership.

“Yes Liam, what is it?” He asked, as the older man placed a letter in front of him.

“Further correspondence from the Herald my Liege.”

Liam’s face did not show his nerves, but the additional sweat on the man’s face did. Despite his…less than fit physique, the man made it a point to always be clean, professional, and above complaint. He would allow few things to bring him to a sweat, and it was an easy tell for when the man was worried.

“Surely if one of the voices had visited…” He began, a faint sign of nerves slipping through in his forced tone despite every effort to control himself.

“Nothing so exciting my lord.”

He swore the generally rule bound, highly professional Steward whispered thankfully after saying this. Any chance of surety was covered, however, by the show of taking a deep breath in the following moments.

“The letter was delivered by a bound wind elemental. One the guard on duty estimated to have been the equivalent of a C rank adventurer, if not a B. He said the creature appeared in a whirlwind, handed him the letter, and left without a word. We do not know for sure it was from the Herald, but it is hard to imagine someone else sending a message in such a way…”

As his advisor prattled on, Jugo took up the letter and began to exam it. Fine calligraphy in gold lettering read simply King Jugo III of Theln. More gold leaf created a beautiful fillagree along the borders of the crisp, white envelope, unstained by a single spec of dust despite what must have been a long trip. Truly, something he would have had framed and treasured as a historic piece of his reign in other circumstances.

As it stood, all it served to do was make him sick. He wanted to tear it up and throw it in the fire without glancing at a word. They would likely know though. One never knew what the wind was whispering in the ears of the Cult of the Storm. Besides, refusing a letter from the Herald would only serve to make him look suspicious. Something he could hardly afford with his current actions.

Calming himself with a deep breath, he gestured for an attendant to bring him a letter opener. As they brought it to him, he flipped the letter over and admired the fine seal set in a sapphire blue wax. The symbol was of a soaring eastern dragon, wrapped in clouds. Within the creature’s claws, it gripped a circle inscribed with The Sky’s Eye.

So, it truly was from the Herald herself. Or at least the desk of the Herald. He vaguely recognized it from a letter his Great, Great Grandmother had received from the Herald on her one hundredth birthday. Nobody else in the castle would know that symbol on sight, it was far to rarely seen in this part of the world, but he did.

 With careful actions, he pried up the wax seal. A small letter came out of the envelope, and he began to read.

King Jugo III, 

I hope this letter finds you, and your kingdom well. Recently, you were contacted by one of my voices, carrying out my mission to inform the world of what is to come and my will in the coming days. This letter is related. 

I call upon the nations of the world for a Grand Assembly. In two months’ time, on the second Friday of the month, I will arrange for the transport of all that would join us in discussing the days to come. Peace shall be enforced, safety guaranteed by We of the Storm. My Father himself vouches for the well being of all who would attend. 

It is my hope that we may use this opportunity to prepare for a sudden expansion of civilization in our world, and the building of peaceful relationships with these new additions to our lives.  

If you wish to join us, you need only apply your mana to the circle below and you will be registered. On the day of the Grand Assembly, a gate will be opened at the entrance to your castle. Up to five individuals may attend by stepping through this gate. Additional information will be conveyed upon reserving a spot.

Sincerely,

We of the Final Storm.

Surely the gods mocked him with this. A Grand Assembly, one of the greatest political events in the world – something which had not been called in over one hundred and fifty years during the demonic uprising – was being called. And it was to be a good faith meeting about forbidding actions he was currently performing.

He felt sick to his stomach. This was the sort of political event he would have sold his as yet non-existent children for a chance at only a year ago. An opportunity to meet and connect with powerful royals from all across the world. To increase his standing in the local power structure.

He had been asking for a sign, and the gods had truly seen fit to deliver.

With a crash, he brought his fist down on the table and set dishes clattering and flying. He could barely contain his anger at all the wasted work. All the care he would have to take in hiding his actions.

“Liam, cease the experiments with Subject One. Immediately. Prepare to eliminate any loose ends and terminate the project in its entirety. No evidence is to be traced back to Theln or my house.”

Liam was already turning toward the door before the words were even entirely out of his mouth. The man’s look was grim, but he swore he saw signs of relief in Liam’s aged face. Subject One had been a constant source of stress for all of them, and now he would hopefully be gone.

No. Wait. His mind suddenly cried out at him. Something was off. He was missing some crucial piece of information staring him in the face. Why was the Herald calling a Grand Assembly? She had made her will known. That should be the end of it. Her letter implied it was some attempt to organize support for these parasites coming to their world, but that was far to kind hearted for the Cult of the Storm.

Calling out, Jugo ceased the Steward in his tracks. “Belay that order Liam.”

As the man turned to him, Jugo knew he was saying something. He didn’t hear the other man’s questions though, too caught up in his own thoughts. Something else had to be there. There had to be more to it if the Herald of the End, She Who Devours, The Roar of Doom was holding this conference. More than kindness and goodwill.

Perhaps he was not the only ruler unhappy with her edicts. Perhaps enough of them had expressed discontent that she was nervous. Maybe even one of the great nations from Zadophel. Or several. Perhaps this was an attempt to cow them into obeying her edicts.

After all, while she may be stronger than any of them individually a single lion might be prey to a horde of jackals.

He may not even need to lift a finger. A young wyvern, feasting on the remains the jackals left behind in order to grow strong in the years to come. Unable to fight now, but sure to be a mighty predator soon enough.

And if not? If he had misread the situation and this truly was a mission of piece and growth? He could get rid of the evidence at a later date. Perhaps even pin it all on one of his rival nations while everyone was distracted with the Grand Assembly. If he couldn’t take power with the otherworlder’s knowledge, perhaps the land offered by neighbor sacrificed to the Voices would be satisfactory growth.

In the meantime, he had two more months to get further acquainted with his guest.
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                Shipment delayed. Additional resources identified. Manifest will be updated. Expect new expected shipment date within one week’s time.


“Nobody panic.”

Kai’s voice was calming, projecting a sense of control over the situation as he turned toward the massive pair of shields that formed the gate. The golems acting as hinges for the stone carvings glared down on them, snarling faces projecting rage and determination to hold an invisible line. Small stones glowed at regular distances on the walls, just large enough to force someone to walk through a few feet of shifting shadow between each light.

“Ananya, set up a barrier in the tunnel.” The large fire mage continued, “Norah, back her up. Emiko and Djimon, I want you two to start examining those doors. Figure out if we triggered some kind of trap and if there is a release mechanism. We are in uncharted territories everyone, but that is why they hired us.”

“On it Kai.”

Ananya’s response was quick, and metal poured from her dimensional backpack with a sound half way between windchimes and heavy machinery. Rapidly, a wall of metal blocks began to construct itself into a rudimentary gatehouse, offering Wandering Horizons much greater protection than they had previously enjoyed.

Djimon approached from behind Li as he continued to stare at the gates they had just passed through, slapping him on the shoulder as he passed. On his way, he paused briefly to give everyone a thumbs up and a confident smile. Emiko was already at the gate by the time he arrived, writing small runes in fire trails on one of the doors.

Norah began wrapping vines around Ananya’s wall, reinforcing them while she approached one of the small windows to keep watch. When she noticed Li doing nothing, she gestured him over before having him set up in the other small window. Extending his senses, he watched for any sort of ambush by the monsters native to this area.

While everyone else worked on their various tasks, Kai himself pulled out two journals. The first was filled to the brim with his careful, flowing handwriting, while the other was only about a third full. After opening to the end of the writing in the second journal, he began muttering while rapidly flipping through the contents of the first.

Li had seen these notebooks before, though rarely. The first was a collection of notes he had compiled for this dungeon, something he had only occasionally referenced in the safer outer bounds of the dungeon where few things could threaten Wandering Horizons. The second was a log book of sorts that recorded what they had found while actually within the dungeon.

According to Djimon, these were the latest entries of two massive collections he kept in the Adventurer Guild Vaults. The vaults, located deep within a fortified bunker at some unknown location on the planet, could have their contents instantly teleported to any Adventuring Guild Hall on the continent. Even the Halls on other continents could have any desired content delivered within a day or two, though it required the services of more advanced mages with more powerful teleportation spells. The entire service was accessible for a comparatively minor fee in addition to the standard membership, as long as the owner of the vault was an adventurer in good standing.

Over the next hour and a half or so, Norah and Li continued to watch for attacking monsters approaching their location, while Ananya kept watch for anything coming from the walls or floor around them. Throughout the entire time, none sensed a single hostile creature. They were either safe, or being observed by something far beyond their ability to detect.

Emiko and Djimon, meanwhile, tried approach after approach to open the doors. Some subtle, and very much not so. At one point, Emiko attempted to blow the doors open with a compressed explosive spell Li had previously seen shatter boulders and the occasional golem. She didn’t use it often, as the spell was slow and unwieldy, but this was the first time Li saw a target completely unaffected by the power behind it.

It wasn’t simply an unflinching physical barrier however. Djimon had initially lamented the fact he had yet to unlock some spell called “Shadow Walk” which was supposed to compress your body into nothing more than a shadow and give one the ability to slip through small cracks and gaps. Then he had discovered his Shade Sense spell couldn’t tell him what was on the other side of the gates, something which seemed to unnerve him greatly. Additional testing had found that the great shields repelled all attempts by magic to bypass their barrier, something which likely contributed to their ability to withstand Emiko’s wrath.

Eventually the two called an end to their testing, declaring that as far as they could tell their small group had no way to bypass the door’s defenses. Even with all of Wandering Horizons working together, Emiko had been of the opinion the result would simply be a massive waste of mana. The two suggested a group attempt be made anyway, but one where they were careful to limit the amount of mana used.

Eventually rising from his studies of the notebook, Kai had agreed with their assessment. According to one of the notes he had taken, attempts had been made in the past to force the doors down. Those attempts had never resulted in success from what he could tell, with even a C Rank adventuring party being recorded to have only managed to leave a deep gouge in the great shields.

Their attempt had gone as expected. The gate opened inward, and offered no easy handholds for them to grip, so Ananya had crafted great metal pry bars to attempt to force the shields apart. Norah had then reinforced the grip of these pry bars with a great number of vines, and the rest had contributed muscle strength to the attempt.

According to Djimon they had succeeded in moving the doors a combined thumb width before the pry bars slipped and the doors slammed back together. At that failure, they had decided to camp out for the night to see if the doors would open on their own.

#

The meal they had that night was special, an assortment of food kept preserved by magic that had been intended a celebratory feast after defeating the guardian for the central section dungeon. It was meant to be a highlight in a moment of victory, and there was some amount of cheer at the good food. Beneath it all, however, was a underlying current of worry that Li couldn’t blame anyone for.

According to what he had been taught, any change to a dungeon was instant cause for concern. It meant previous experience could no longer be trusted and anyone exploring that dungeon was now advancing blind. An incredibly dangerous proposition at the best of times. Now there had been two major changes that the team had discovered in a relatively short period of time, and that meant there could be some very major gaps in the knowledge Kai had previously collected.

As they ate, Norah had told them that the experience was enough to spook Kai away from the mission. He was of the opinion they should abandon their dungeon dive and report back to the Adventurer’s Guild, avoiding challenging the dungeon again until a more experienced team was able to chart the new dangers.

Norah had not disagreed with him on the idea of abandoning the dive, but she had disagreed with his proposed methodology. Kai had been of the opinion they should continue to reinforce their current location, riding out the time until the doors opened again on their own. Norah had been of the opinion they needed to continue on in search of an alternative exit, as there was no guarantee the doors would open as long as they were present.

The two had asked the rest to think on these options overnight, and they would take a vote in the morning. With luck, the doors would open in the night and the entire argument would be moot, but Li had been of the opinion such an…optimistic outcome was unlikely. He didn’t like the way the sapphires each door post had in place of eyes seemed to follow him as they gleamed in the light of the enchanted crystals.

Doing his best to put the entire thing out of his mind, he had planned to spend the rest of the evening drinking his small allotment of wine, sharing stories, and making bad bets with Norah as she mercilessly crushed him in round after round of cards. Something that eventually changed when, in the background, Kai began singing softly as he played what appeared to be some kind of guitar.

The words were too soft for him to make out initially, but Emiko had confided it was an old folk tale about a living flame that had attempted to consume the world before a god of family trapped it to heat one of his faithful’s fireplace. The story told of how the flame had raged at first, attempting to consume the family, before slowly growing to love the work it did. Cooking food to keep the family strong, driving away the deep winter cold, and providing light that let the mother and father work deep into the night for the betterment of their children.

It was a bittersweet song, some lyrics crooning about the flame’s regret of a previously life of rage and destruction while other’s shared it’s joy and exhilaration at finding a new purpose. Kai himself proved to be a gifted singer, not on the level of the global sensations Li was accustomed to from earth, but far better than anyone Kai had personally known before. Eventually, when Kai had fallen silent, Li realized he had been drawn into the music and forgotten their team’s current woes. At some point he had ended up far closer to the older adventurer, and he politely clapped at the conclusion of the man’s song.

For a while he allowed the feeling to stay with him. Simply forget about tomorrows worries and live in the moment. The other members of the team seemed to feel the same and soon the energy filling their little feast had turned far more celebratory. Kai launched into a happier song, one about a young man going out to slay a great sea beast terrorizing his fishing village, and soon enough Emiko was singing along as well.

The most he could say was that she made up for lack of skill with an overabundance of enthusiasm.

With new energy he returned to his card games with Norah. To his pleasure, Djimon soon joined and proved almost as poor a player as Li himself. They finally got a small break when Ananya took pity on them and began revealing Norah’s cards, though that lasted only very briefly before the shark woman took notice and put a stop to it. In all, what had started as a rather sorry celebration ended as an evening Li would always remember with pleasure.

Something he wouldn’t be able to say for the days to come.

#

The next morning came, as much as a given time could be called morning given the entire lack of change in the surrounding tunnel, and as they had all expected the door had yet to open. A bad sign given the doors were supposed to open about every eight hours at each of the three entry bridges it connected to. The team would have to decide whether to continue waiting, or to attempt to traverse the inner maze and find an alternative exit.

“I think we should go. The doors already missed one scheduled opening and I see no reason to expect it to open at the next one.”

Emiko had been quick to join Norah in calling for further exploration of the mountain. Li couldn’t blame her, though in his mind she seemed a little over eager to leave. He couldn’t help but feel they were missing something, even if he didn’t know what. Could just be my mind trying to rationalize. Refusing to accept that we are trapped here with absolutely zero other options than continue forward. Feels like when I first entered the dungeon all over again.

“I would rather we wait a bit longer,” Djimon, on the other hand, had taken Kai’s side and called for them to wait it out. “I can go ahead and do some scouting. Try to map a path out while you all wait at the doors. I can move a lot faster than the rest of you, especially now, and then if we did have to take an alternative route, we could already have it mapped out.”

“What? Are you never going to travel more than an hour away?” Emiko questioned, “You can’t get too far from us, otherwise even if the door opens we can’t leave. We may as well go as a whole team.”

“If the door opens for you, it will inevitably open for me. I can wait it out on this side while the rest of you get to safety.”

“That’s a stupid idea and you fucking know it!”

Li could sympathize with Djimon wanting them to take the safe approach, but he emphatically agreed with Emiko on this point. There was no way he would leave without the rogue, and it was either incredibly foolish or overly hopeful to even suggest they would. He would much rather take the risk as a group than force one person to shoulder it.

A sentiment Norah obviously agreed with if the energy with which she nodded in agreement with Emiko was any indication. Kai on the other hand only seemed thoughtful for a long moment, something passing behind his eyes before he firmly put his hand on Djimon’s shoulder and shook his head.

“They are right,” the big man said. “We are either all in this together or not at all. I can agree to you scouting our immediate vicinities, but there are no circumstances where I am going to let you go off on your own to search for an exit route. Besides the difficulties with time limits, this part of the dungeon is significantly more dangerous. There is no guarantee you could safely scout that far. I am afraid we are back to regular check ins and utmost caution. We move together or not at all.”

Something about the way he said that made Li think the other man was hiding something. A slight sadness around the eyes maybe, or the way he broke eye contact with Djimon a little too fast. He knew Norah, at the least, had seen it too. She gave him a long look of her own, frowning.

Djimon himself seemed rather upset for a moment, clearly unhappy the others wouldn’t let him take on this risk. Li watched as the emotions slowly bled into understanding though, recognizing that just as he was trying to protect them, they were simply watching out for him. He clearly didn’t like it, but he accepted it and was grateful they cared.

“Fine,” he said. “But I still think our best bet is scouting out a path to leave the mountain. If you won’t let me take the risk on my own-”

He paused, clearly hopping that in some twist of fate they would change their minds. When none did, he continued on.

“-then we will just need to go together. I am changing my vote. I believe we have a better chance of finding a way out elsewhere.”

With that, Li and Ananya quickly spoke up with their own support. Even Kai, who had been the original proponent for staying put, seemed to be agreeing with them. If Li had to guess, he had had a similar plan to Djimon. Go out looking for an alternative route himself, while the rest stayed behind for safety. He would even believe the other man was doing it out of some imagined guilt for getting them all into this situation.

Like he could have known what would happen…

Decision made, the group began to tear down their temporary camp. Ananya began recalling the metal wall she had formed and Norah allowed her vines to retreat into the earth, rapidly disappearing.  The various members of the team changed into their armor and began casting their defensive spells. There was a new air to the group, one Li had only really seen while the hunted the Garja’lu previously. A seriousness that they had previously lacked. Nobody was pushing Li to the front to act as a spear head or cracking the jokes he had grown so used to.

It was like the entire party had been replaced with some sort of dangerous, multi component machine.

“Li, you’ll be in the middle today.” Norah spoke as she pulled a leather strap holding three different wands onto her forearm, “Unfortunately, we no longer have the luxury of training you. From here on out, we’re doing everything to the best of our abilities. At least until we have a solid grasp of just how dangerous this part of the dungeon has become.”

She paused to pull on her boots, and for the first time he noticed that one had a sheath for a dagger running up the side while the other had yet another wand. He’d never really asked why she carried so many of the things, but from his lessons with Emiko he guessed that each was highly specialized. The woman was practically a walking armory in that sense.

“Not to downplay how much you have improved, and you definitely won’t be dead weight in our coming fights, but you still aren’t on the same level as the rest of us. That means you’re a vulnerability, so we’re going to need you to stay where that vulnerability can be most easily defended. Stand next to Emiko, listen to what she tells you to do, and only join Ananya and Kai in the melee if Kai or I give you the go ahead.”

She gave him a hard look at that last bit, clearly expecting him to protest. When he didn’t, only giving her a serious nod, she seemed to relax a little.

“Good. I have high hopes for you, but they won’t mean anything if you go and get yourself eaten by the first Cuda-beast you come across outside the bay. For now, you need to stay safe. You’ll be plenty ferocious with just a little time.”

She gave him that smile again. The one that terrified him so much, despite all the friendliness and care she put into the words. Li couldn’t imagine anyone being dumb enough not to listen to what she said after one of those.  

Soon enough the entire group was ready to move out. Kai and Ananya held the front of their formation, Kai pulling out a shield Li had never seen before and shifting his sword to a one-handed grip, both of which blazed into hungry life with a single word. In the back of their formation, Norah stood menacingly. She rode what Li could only really describe as a ‘wave’ of vines that increased her already imposing height and were ready to defend the group at a moment’s notice.

Emiko, surrounded by several constantly shifting rings of fire, stood in the middle with Li himself. Her staff was raised, ready to be used to cast spells in any direction. The small flames that could be seen through seeming cracks in her skin had grown in strength, small tongues leaping from her and into the surrounding air. The ends of her hair glowed like embers.

A few hundred feet in front of their group, Djimon scouted the path. If Li hadn’t watched him leave and heard the plan, he never would have known. No sign of the other man’s presence was visible, as he stealthy moved from shadow to shadow. Even without activating any of his spells, the changes the other man had gone through were telling. If he stood in a shadow he didn’t disappear, but he almost seemed to bleed into it. His outline became fuzzy and the living shadows crawling on his skin would shift to closer match the surrounding shadow, until he was a barely visible spot to onlookers.

The entire thing instantly had Li’s back up and he could feel nerves attacking his calm as he attempted to match Emiko’s every footstep. Each moment it felt like something would come leaping out at them, screaming for their blood. He could barely hear anything over the sound of his own breathing and footsteps, and his skittishness was obvious.

For the first half hour at least.

The thing Li had never thought about was how exhausting it was to that nervous. He had spent months getting used to moving with every sense focused, constantly on alert for danger. He had figured the pressure of seeing his team in the same state would be good. That it would keep him sharp and ready for action.

Instead, he found that it only fried his nerves. Left him with less energy than he would have while moving at calm readiness instead. Every second of it drained much more from him than it was supposed to and soon he realized he simply didn’t have the energy for it anymore.

By the end of the first hour he felt himself fully relax. He wasn’t careless, he had simply returned to the same state he was in anywhere else in the dungeon. Ready, but not constantly walking that razor’s edge. His reaction times might suffer when something did happen, but he would be able to keep it up far longer.

“Good,” it was the first word Norah, or anyone, had spoken since they left the campsite. “I was hoping you would calm on your own. It is a high-pressure situation, and your only direct experience of something similar was right before we fought the biggest, nastiest thing you had ever seen. I was would stay twitchy like that forever. It’s a bad attitude. The hallmark of prey.”

She gave him a long look.

“You aren’t prey anymore. Trust in the party, we know what we are doing. Our attitude may be different here, but it isn’t fear that you are seeing. Respect for the potential dangers, recognition that if we are caught off guard it could be dangerous, but not fear.”

The dangers of the place had brought out a more brutal side in the woman, Li observed. The same side that had made her design the…training aide she had previously used on him. Not cruel, not really, just hard. A survival mentality that Li could only wonder about the origins of.

Emiko was slightly more jovial about it, telling him it was good to see he had put on his big boy pants and was ready to actually be of use.

Thankfully Djimon had returned before the ribbing could get much worse. He had found signs of their first monster in the mountain, and he wanted everyone aware of what they were walking into.

“It’s something serpentine,” he said. “Definitely moving around on its belly. The scales are sharp too, rough enough to leave gouges in the stone floor. My best guess is that it is an Archimedes Basilisk, but that doesn’t make much sense. They’re supposed to be deeper in than this.”

“If one is this far out, it would explain why a Garja’lu was outside the mountain. It might have been pushed out by the basilisk, or multiple basilisks if there was a population explosion.”

Kai began asking for a few details, but Li was more focused on recalling everything he could about basilisks. After the incident at the bazaar, he had been regularly asking the adventurers about other monsters that could be expected in the mountain. The Archimedes Basilisk had been one of the creatures that came up.

According to what he remembered, the monsters were considered uncommon but of middling danger for the mountain. With only mediocre strength proportional to their three-foot length, the creatures were not a physical powerhouse. Their strike speed was terrifying, but when it came to actually moving they weren’t particularly impressive. Their scales were a powerful defensive tool, especially against earth magic. Unique to the species from this dungeon, one of these monster’s natural magics caused stone to break down into dust when in contact with them. The scales had little effect on skin or other biological materials though. On the other hand, their offensive abilities were far more dangerous. The creatures were highly poisonous and could spit acid capable of reducing solid stone to a puddle. The last would have been more dangerous if not for its fairly limited range and the fact they could only manage it two or three times a day.

They were one of the few creatures to predate on Garja’lu and Lapitari, with their unique abilities making them a bane to creature that would usually be considered far above their weight class. Or a good number of the other monsters that called this mountain home. Anything without a ranged attacking option was destined to have difficulty with the beasts, but it left them highly vulnerable to a capable adventuring team.

“Oh, are you thinking the doors might be stuck closed as a containment attempt by the dungeon?”

Emiko had jumped into the conversation, which seemed to have moved toward hypothesizing why the dungeon might have changed. Emiko’s guess was a good one. From general lessons about the dungeon, Li knew that Archimedes’ Labyrinth was one of the more responsive dungeons. This was likely a byproduct of the dungeon’s mechanical theme, or the mechanical theme was a byproduct of this dungeon’s more hands-on approach.

Another chicken the egg situation. Realizing he was letting himself get off topic again, he returned to concentrating on the conversation the others were having.

“It is possible.” Kai sounded cautiously optimistic, emphasis on the cautious, “We should not make any plans that rely on such a thing being the case, but if we run into a higher-than-normal number of the basilisks it may well be worth checking on the door again after we clear them out. Their poison is dangerous, but Norah’s anti-venom spell should mean that they are far less of a danger.”

“You could almost say that poisons are my specialty,” the large woman explained to Li. “Many plants have toxins or irritants as defensive adaptations. As such, almost any plant mage focused on healing will quickly pick up a spell meant to defend against them. I actually have two. The first, anti-venom, will delay most poisons or toxins from affecting the body. My second spell, purge, while unpleasant is highly reliable for removing them. All that without accounting for the actual healing spells.”

“It’s one of the things we keep in mind when picking jobs,” Ananya chimed in. “Thanks to those two spells, we can often deal with challenges usually considered too dangerous for people at our rank. Protection against poisons is one of the most valuable things you can have, and something that isn’t guaranteed just because you are a higher rank adventurer.”

“She is right. If you ever get a chance to learn a spell that will protect you from poisons, I would suggest you take it. They can change otherwise dangerous fights and battle grounds into a tactical advantage for you and your team. Normally, even a weaker basilisk species’s venom would kill you within minutes. Adventurers do not consider it that much of a threat, because detoxification potions mean it will almost never have time to actually work and they need to get within melee range to apply it. In other words, the fight is all about mitigating exposure.”

Kai’s voice had taken on a lecturing tone, those his eyes never ceased roving the surrounding. Obviously while they were no longer prioritizing Li’s learning, they were not going to let opportunities to teach him go. That was comforting to Li on some level, as it meant they at least felt they had enough leeway to take some extra time with the conversation.

“With Norah’s Intermediate spell, however,” The big fire mage continued, “an Archimedes Basilisk bite would take at least a half hour to start having an effect. That lets us do more than simply mitigate risk by slowly wearing the things down from a distance. For our group, Archimedes Basilisks might be the ideal enemy to face in here. Not that we are likely to get lucky enough to only fight them. Not unless a truly incredible overpopulation of the things has occurred.”

#

The Archimedes Basilisk was more...imposing than Li had expected. He’d been told to expect a three-foot-long snake with scales that glowed at the edges. What it turned out to be was more akin to if you took a boa constrictor with the head of king cobra, fed it nothing but steroids for five years, and made it spend eight hours at the gym daily. It was the first snake Li had ever seen that he swore had abs.

That wasn’t even taking into account the fact its scales looked like nuclear glass with a radiation glow or that its horrific mouth had teeth more in common with broken glass than a normal mouth. True, it still had two massive fangs but they seemed more in line with a sabretooth cat than the foldable injectors of a normal viper.

Not that any of that had helped the creature in the end.

As the rest of the team had predicted, the creature proved to be little challenge for the group. Ananya had approached it first, forming long metal bidents which she used to telekinetically trap the creature. The inherent magic on the things scales still broke down the metal, causing flakes to separate off or even breaking parts into a fine dust. It was slower than with regular earth or stone however, giving the woman plenty of time to coral the creature as it attempted to slither away.

When ever it attempted to get close to the mage, Kai would send streamers of fire streaking from his sword and slam the shield down in the creature’s face. Based off of how quickly the swordsman was moving, Li originally thought he could have taken the slow moving snake’s head off. Then he saw how fast it could strike, and Elijah knew a clean shot at the things head was unlikely for any of them to manage.

It was like an entirely different creature as the head shot forward with such speed he almost thought it was leaving after images. It was so fast it was like the pair of new puncture wounds on Kai’s leg had simply magically appeared. Kai’s counter attack with the sword had only left a faint scratch on the thing’s scales, attesting to just how powerful of a defense they provided.

The things plan was obvious, as it backed off while hissing angrily. Norah had said they were fairly intelligent, especially for a lizard type creature, but no more so than a well-trained dog. Eventually it would likely realize the poison wasn’t working as fast as it should and either attempt to flee or go for another bite. For now, though, it would curl up and attempt to either intimidate them or endure whatever attacks they might throw at it.

That was where Emiko came in. Several of her stronger spells took time to prepare, and were comparatively slow. They required set up, communication, and team work to put to their full affect. Or a target that wasn’t interested in moving. Luckily for them, right at that moment she had both. Over thirty seconds she had rapidly constructed flaming runes on the ground around the creature, which the beast had initially attempted to bite before giving up. When the last rune burned into existence and the circle completed, a blue glow had begun to build.

That had gotten the basilisks attention, and it had begun uncurling in an attempt to slither away. Which is when Ananya and Norah started dropping metal blocks and raising brambles to keep it contained. The creature had been begun forcing its way through the obstacles, but with nowhere near the speed required to escape before the five second build up time completed.

When a spiraling blue column of all consuming inferno rose within the circle, the serpent had still been trapped inside. It had lasted longer than Li had expected, continuing to squirm and wriggle as the flames slowly cooked it. In the end, the scales had still been unmarred when the flame finally dropped, though much of the flesh within had been burnt to ash.

“Hard to believe those things predate on Garja’lu huh?” Djimon said next to him, “But I suppose its just the way nature works right? Everything has its niche, and these things are just too specialized to be a real challenge for something outside their biome.”

“Like mice and albatross on Marion and Gough Islands…” Li said to himself.

It made sense. Creatures that were an absolute terror on islands could be absolutely decimated by an invasive species from the larger, more competitive continents. It was why mice and cats hitching a ride on ships could have such devastating effects on indigenous wildlife, the local population simply didn’t have the depth of species or populations to force evolution at the same speed.

From the sounds of it, dungeons could be much the same. These creatures sounded like they had specifically adapted to deal with the large number of golem, golem-esque, and stone magic wielding monsters that called this place home. Now their party was taking advantage of an evolutionary oversight to take down something that would normally be an apex predator in their area.

While he had been thinking to himself, Djimon had been begun searching the area. The rest of the party decided to take a short break, and let their highly capable scout do his job. For the next hour, the shadow mage ran up and down the nearby hallways, slowly exploring and mapping out their surroundings. When he eventually came back to talk to them, his face said he had found something important.

“There are more signs of Basilisks all over the place. And I know this one didn’t make them all, since I’m seeing a lot of different sized tracks. This one was a little on the small side, and I’m seeing more than a few that would be bigger. A hell of a lot of smaller ones too.”

“We will need to be careful. Even with Norah’s magic, we can only deal with so many bites.” Kai smiled at Djimon, clapping him on the back before continuing, “Good work though. It supports our theory of a population boom, and suggests we’re one step closer to figuring out what is going on.”

“We’ll need to make a plan,” Norah spoke up. “If we can, I would like to cull their population. Prevent any more tragedies like what happened at Rosewater. If we can’t we can at least gather as much information as possible. The more we can report to the guild, the better prepared they’ll be to fix the issue.”

Kai nodded along, “I agree. At the very least we should try to determine what caused the shift in population. It almost sounds like we are on the outskirts of a nesting ground for the monsters, and one of those definitely should not be located this close to the bridges.”

“We camp here for the night then, and discuss what your book says. In the morning, we’ll  vote on a plan.”

            

    
        Chapter 33: Plans for the Future
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For the last few days, Green Dawn had been taking advantage of the small camp that had been built around the center of the dungeon. While only a small percentage of groups could claim to have made it this deeply into The Blighted Basin, those that did tended to spend quite a while challenging the bosses. Even if they couldn’t beat all ten bosses, repeatedly clearing the first three or four could allow a team to quickly collect a not insignificant number of valuable materials after all. Generation after generation of such explorers had slowly built up a small village of sorts in the nearby safe area. One that was always occupied by a small number of capable adventurers and particularly intrepid merchants.

Despite the remote and inhospitable location, such camps were often places where many of the nation's largest business transactions occurred. While not as rich as most noble families, any powerful adventurer could expect to spend years of a more common workers salary in a single shopping trip at such camps. Merchants would vastly increase the price, knowing the regional rarity of their products, the adventurers demand for anything that would give them an edge, and the fact that most adventurers would rather pull teeth than haggle when the sum amounted to only a small portion of the profit they anticipated in the days to come.

It was little wonder that perhaps only merchants were more eager to dive into a dungeon than adventurers.

Thankfully, the team had secured most of the supplies they truly needed through their trade with Twin Calderas. The other team had charged them an arm and leg, but it was still far, far more reasonable than they could expect in this place. Despite that, the team still spent more than a small amount of coin in the local shops.

A single source of information should never be trusted, and the merchants and other adventurers were just as willing to share information as anything else. They collected every rumor and story they could, for anything from the price of a single beer to, in one particular case, a downright gourmet meal. Xavier had insisted on that particular payment, as the merchant they had lavished with it was known to be extremely experienced with this particular dungeon. The man had spent so much time in this safe room, that he had built his own shop here rather than simply claiming one of the rough earth magic works that made up most of the “buildings”. If rumors were to be believed, he had been a mainstay here for over half a decade and showed no signs of planning to leave.

Asher had been forced to admit, in the end, that it was the right call. The man had added another dozen rarer monsters that could potentially appear if they choose to challenge the boss rush. Two of which would very occasionally appear early in the rush, take the place of more established creatures like the Greater Blazehorn Deer or Sharkscale Emberwing Swarm. Nasty surprises that would have been very unpleasant to experience.

All told, in less than a week, their group had managed to create a fairly complete picture of what sort of monsters to expect if they did decide to attempt challenging the dungeons final obstacle. Something Asher herself, at the very least, was incredibly eager to attempt. She wasn’t sure what, exactly, was calling out to her but some unknown voice practically screamed at her to beat this place. That there was something she could get here she couldn’t hope for anywhere else.

Not that she would mention that particular tidbit to the rest of the team. While she was perfectly content to follow her instincts when it came to her own decisions, she wasn’t about to force the rest of them into the same circumstances. Besides, she wanted to see what they would decide on their own first.

If they decided to attempt it on their own, fantastic. If not…Well like she said, she wouldn’t feel comfortable trying to force the decision based on instincts and nothing else. Maybe she would be able to convince them to leave her here, and she would be able to join up with another team. Or keep training until she could attempt the bosses on her own. That’s probably being overly ambitious.

As she thought about that, she sent a small spark snaking around her fingers. Crackling back and forth between her hands, she threw it out before calling it back. Almost like a yoyo, but much less boring. At least to her.

Then again, I didn’t expect to get this far this fast. Sahar and the others have been teaching me a lot. Maybe it isn’t entirely impossible. Especially if I can keep advancing this quickly. Xavier told me to expect things to slow down. That I still need to really learn to use my Intermediate spells and Advanced isn’t nearly as easy to accomplish.

She continued gaze deeply into the crackling electricity. Each spark and pop barely registering, as though she was looking for something on the other side of the flashes rather than the electricity itself.

Or maybe I just need to find new teachers. Green Dawn has done a lot for me, and I really don’t want to split ways with them. Still, everyone has something different to teach right? Just because I’ve nearly collected all the low hanging fruit they can offer doesn’t mean someone else doesn’t have a different avenue to try. I need to get strong fast, if I want to do things my way. 

Rebecca and Alejandro were the same. They helped out of the goodness of their heart and did so much for me. I’ll always be grateful. At the end of the day though, Rebecca gave me an ultimatum. She would have forced me to leave, no matter what I wanted. I need to get strong enough people can’t do that. I have an opportunity here. A chance to become strong enough to be really free. 

I want to stay here. There’s something here and I don’t plan to give it up. What do you think Bob? Think I should tough it out? Do things my way and damn the consequences?

Bob’s response came to her, robotic tones invading what had once been decidedly personal inner thoughts. I am not qualified to help you with this dilemma mistress. There is no optimal solution and I am unversed in the human psyche.

Asher figured most people would be, at the least, highly unnerved by the presence of thoughts very clearly not their own appearing unbidden in their head. In her opinion, this was nothing to worry about. As far as she could tell, Bob had no way of sharing her inner thoughts, or even really listening in unless she, on some level, sort of pushed the query his way.

More importantly, it was very obvious which thoughts were hers and which were not. While some might feel differently, she personally would have been far more concerned if that had not been the case. As long as they thoughts that weren’t her own felt so obviously other, she could be confident this entity stuck into her head wasn’t trying to subtly manipulate her.

At least fairly confident. She supposed the information fed to her could be carefully curated for a similar affect, but the way Bob told her things and the rare bursts of enthusiasm when he really got on a roll made it seem unlikely. As far as she could tell, his only real goal was to inform the people using the system.

She also had a suspicion something might be slightly different with Bob compared to other people’s systems. She’d talked about the voice with other members of Green Dawn, and they had said it only ever read prompts they had been provided. That it had a very basic query system, but only in regards to the associated menus. Whether Bob’s responsiveness was unique to her or people from Earth…well she’d need to meet another Beta Tester if she ever wanted to learn something like that.

I know Bob. She thought at him idlily. I just need a sounding board. Hopefully it doesn’t come down to it, but both options would suck.

Why do you have that opinion mistress?

Well, I’d kind of be leaving them with a big ‘fuck you’, wouldn’t I? They spent all this time training and working with me and then I just up and abandon them…

She fell silent again. She really didn’t think it would come to this decision. Or at least she dearly hoped that was the case. She’d already talked with Sahar and knew the woman planned to challenge the first four bosses at least.

She was probably just overthinking and worrying.

Still, the what if haunted her. Knowing she might have to split with them on bad terms.

Why would they convey you leaving the group negatively? You never agreed to join their team. You have helped them reach the center of the dungeon by providing additional offensive might that, at the very least, made several fights more feasible. Thus far, while you have claimed greater benefits it has still been a mutually beneficial relationship. I do not see why any parting could not be amicable.

She thought about his response for a bit, and some small part of her worry faded. At least slightly. There were still potential complications. They’d all promised Rebecca that they’d keep each other safe, and Asher was willing to bet the powerful fairy would have a strong opinion if she decided to stay.

I really don’t want her showing up and taking me away by force. She grinned a little. Wouldn’t that be something. I’m almost twenty-three and I bet she’d drag me away like a naughty child. She didn’t look that old, but sometimes the way she talked…

Asher shook her head a bit. It was time to stop worrying. This was a problem for future Asher, since current Asher couldn’t do anything but resolve to make sure any split with Green Dawn would be as friendly as possible.

No hard feelings. I like them, they like me, and I intend to keep it that way!

#

Asher had been off brooding again. Sahar had more than a few perception abilities, and the younger woman’s actions had been very obvious to a follower of the Ascendant Solarus. The girl was nervous about something, but trying her damndest to hide it.

It still surprised her that Asher considered herself a full adult, though it shouldn’t have. In most professions, for most humans, she probably would be. For adventurers, things could be far more different. Even E rank adventurers could have lifespans twice as long or more with only their first racial evolution. Any elementally touched individual, the most common racial evolution, could expect to see at least two hundred and fifty before succumbing old age.

In the eyes of many C or B rank adventurers, Sahar herself was barely old enough to be trust with anything of real importance. And she was pushing forty-five!

In some ways it grated, but for the most part Sahar just found it humbling. What was forty years of experience in the face of five hundred? Not that many adventurers made it that far.

Most adventurers either found a level of risk to reward they were comfortable with and ceased trying to advance further on the route to power. Too likely to end in their death, or require them to travel too far from home. Even if they did push, almost everyone found their cap at C rank. There was just something there. An “it” factor that most people lacked.

An adventurer could take every risk, push their way to C rank in less than a decade, and then find they simply didn’t have what it took to push beyond that.

And have to settle for a lifespan of only five or so centuries.

Meanwhile the farmers, masons, and blacksmiths would be lucky to see a single racial evolution before they died of old age. And most likely something far more basic, like a High Human, rather than the blessing of being connected with the element of their magic. They could still see another forty or fifty years, but it left many powerful adventurers with a skewed view of humanity.

In the end though, what did it matter? From talking to various truly ancient individuals, Sahar had come to the opinion that everybody felt like a child sometimes. Unsure of themselves in an wide world they knew nothing about, fully cognizant they had much to learn.

The secret was being able to accept that feeling at let it push you forward rather than rejecting it.

Leaving such thoughts for now, she shook herself and took the opportunity to call everyone together. They’d been so busy lately that this was the first time everyone on the team had been present since breakfast, and they had things to discuss. They had hit the point of diminishing returns on their search for more information and Sahar, at the very least, felt they were as prepared as they were likely to get.

She’d been anticipating this meeting, and had prepared a number of sandwiches for everyone to enjoy while they had their meeting. Like with most things in life, the only way to guarantee everyone’s attendance was to offer free food.

“We need to decide if we are, indeed, going to challenge the boss rush of this dungeon.” She cut right to the chase, unwilling to let the group talk around the subject, “We have gathered enough information to make an informed decision and I believe it is time to put it to a vote.”

Andre spoke up first, taking the plunge while the others shared conspiratorial glances, “From what I’ve heard, the first three or so shouldn’t be a problem. I think it would be downright foolish to not challenge them at least. The drops from them should make for a nice bonus from this little side trip.”

He paused after that, seeming to debate something with himself. For just a moment, he shot Asher a slightly guilty glance. Sahar didn’t think the other woman caught his glance, but she obviously wasn’t the only one that had figured the squirrely mage out. With a sigh, the big man continued.

“I think it would be foolish to go any further though. Some of the monsters on that list… We’re pretty strong, but I don’t know how many of these things we could stand against. Some of them are easily D rank creatures. A Lesser Flame Wyrm or Magmablood Certilia could even be C rank if they have the right abilities and enough experience.”

Glancing around, he paused long enough to lock eyes with each individual.

“I believe in us. There’s no one I’d rather have at my back in a fight. I still don’t think it is worth the risk.”

Everyone fell into silence after Andre’s small speech. Any inclination to answer off the cuff or based on gut feelings were quickly crushed. While originally there had been something of a lighthearted, if anxious, mood masking the gravity of their decision, Andre had brought everthing to the forefront.

Sahar couldn’t blame him for that. As much as Veronika might see this as just another monster hunt and Balam another chance to impress Asher, it was important they both take this seriously. Most days as an adventurer were fun. Dangerous compared to a normal person’s life, but not overly threatening when you were well trained.

Other days you took your life in your hands. Nothing but quick thinking and the compounded hours from years of practice standing between you and a horrendous death.

Then there were days like today.

Days were you had to make a decision. To look at the information and figure out whether another of the bad days was in your future. Figure out if there was anything you could do to avoid it.

In some ways those days were the worst. At least the dangerous ones were usually out of your hands by that point. The dice had been cast and all you could do was react. These days, what Sahar privately thought of as determinant days, could see you caught up in your own head. Too worried and apprehensive to make a decision until one was made for you.

They were also the most important days for keeping yourself alive. When you had enough information to mitigate dangers and avoid the worst the world was trying to throw at you.

Sahar needed everyone at the best on determinant days. Andre knew that, and he had made it clear to the rest. Xavier did too of course, but he’d never had the gentle hand Andre did for guiding the others.

With a nod of thanks, she let the Tavulus know she had seen what he was doing and was thankful for it.

“Andre is not entirely wrong. There are some things we could encounter that would easily result in all of our deaths. There are also plenty of bosses we could beat handily, securing an even bigger reward for ourselves. We have to think about this clearly. Decide how much risk we are willing to take on.”

“I still think we go all the way,” Veronika spoke up.

She had that look on her face, the one Sahar usually only saw when she was preparing trade caravans or scouting a new market. The one that said she was looking at every angle. Looking for every benefit she could squeeze from the situation and carefully stacking each potential coin on her internal scale.

The woman’s pure black eyes looked even more intense than normal when she got like this. Like the entire world was made of nothing but black and red numbers and everything could be assigned a value.

“I was already wanting to,” the seal woman continued, voice growing in enthusiasm. “This is a hunt I can’t expect to show up again any time soon. My blood and soul sing to me of the victories we could claim. The new stories we could share.”

Calming herself, the calculating look returned to her face, “Beyond that though, I put the odds of victory in our favor. Most of the bosses on that list we should be able to beat without undue risk. They would only really be a threat if we made a big enough mistake. Almost all the rest would be dangerous, but not unduly so. Especially if we can get the right scrolls and potions for a handful of the more troublesome ones. It’s only five or six that we would truly need to fear coming across.”

Xavier spoke up as she finished, “It helps that we’ve been working to adapt to the dungeon ever since Asher joined up. Like Veronika said, most of the things on that list would be no more dangerous than the Adult Certilia outside the Adventure Guild encampment was. At least now that we’ve gotten used to the place.”

“It helps that they only come one at a time too,” Balam spoke up, his voice rough with disuse. “We only have to worry about surviving a single encounter. If we are low on supplies or hurt too much to continue, we can retreat. I see no reason we should not attempt at least up to the fifth boss.”

Sahar looked around, watching the three steel themselves. She knew to varying degrees they were allowing themselves to be influenced by Asher’s obvious eagerness to push right to the end, but it was fairly clear they would have pushed for a more aggressive attempt even without the lightning mage. Asher may be pushing them a half step further than they would want to go on their own, but it was only a half-step. Nothing outrageous or unacceptably out of hand, and no purposeful manipulation as far as she could tell.

“What about you Asher?” She asked carefully, wondering if the younger woman would allow her eagerness to get out of hand, “What do you think we should do?”

“Well…”

Asher was usually so bold and confident in her answers, it was strange to see her hesitating like this. Sahar thought it might be a good sign though. An indication she was taking this as seriously as she needed to.

“I’m going to be honest. This is the biggest decision I’ve ever made. I mean, before all this I never had to make any real life and death decisions.” Asher seemed to think of something as she said that and shivered slightly, “At least not consciously. I don’t have the same experience you do either, and I think it would be kind of dumb to treat my opinion like it has the same weight as the rest of yours.”

Slowly, their newest team mate seemed to be gathering some confidence as she continued to speak, “I think you’ve all pretty clearly come to a consensus though. At the very least the first four or so bosses should be challenged. With that in mind, I think the bigger question is whether we buy everything we might need to challenge all ten bosses now and decide whether to continue while waiting for boss number five, or do we save our money for now and leave before boss five arrives? Either way, we’ve clearly decided not to make a final decision until we’ve seen what the first four bosses have to offer.”

Sahar spent a while observing her young protégé. She was proud of Asher’s answer. It was well thought out, avoided unduly giving in to her own wishes, and logical. She was right that the group had subconsciously decided to kicked the decision further down the road, and had accurately identified the question that needed to be answered now to give them the best chance of survival. She allowed herself a small smile before speaking up herself.

“I agree with Asher. It seems like we have decided we do not yet have enough information. That only personal experience can give us an accurate assessment of this dungeon’s final dangers. I also agree we need to decide how we want to handle this unknown.”

“I say we leave after the fifth and decide then,” Xavier spoke up. “Only thing it costs us is time. We have some spare money, but I’d much rather bring it home than leave it in some merchant’s pocket.”

“I disagree, it would be better to buy the supplies now.” Veronika chimed in, “As far as I can tell, almost everything around her is at a fairly stable, if inflated, price. Anything we don’t use we could likely resell for minimal loss in profit. A loss that should be easily overcome if we even attempt one additional boss and saves us quite a hassle if we do decide to continue.”

Balam spoke up, “I agree with Veronika. We have the money, better to spend it and be as prepared as possible. Even if we do risk some loss, it’s better to have every potential avenue covered.”

“I don’t have as much free money as the rest of you,” Andre spoke up slowly. “I have it invested in too many places. I would rather hold on to as much of it as I can. How much of a loss could we expect if we did it your way and decided not to continue Veronika?”

“Depends. If one of you was handling all the buy and selling? Twenty, maybe twenty five percent of what we spend. And I fully expect to spend four or five hundred gold. Lucky for you all, I’m here. With me negotiating, I expect we can decrease our loss to as low as five percent. More likely somewhere in the eight to ten range.”

Sahar laughed to herself a little as she watched Asher’s eyes get big at that number. She’d been trying to drill the basics of the local currency into the other woman’s head, something she had been surprised to learn the woman knew very little about. The woman still wasn’t great with estimating the value of various everyday items, but she knew enough to recognize that five hundred gold was an outrageous sum for most people.

She let herself get distracted briefly, wondering once again how Asher had ended up in this dungeon and yet still seemed to know so little even the most basic subjects. One day I will get you to open up to me about your secrets Asher. For now though, I will be here when you need me.

Xavier had been speaking, probably complaining about how five percent was still quite a lot when you were talking about that much money, and Sahar could tell an argument between the two was likely brewing. That often was the case whenever budget came up. The two had very different financial strategies. Veronika was prone to large gambles. Calculated ones, to be sure, and she usually made more money than she lost, but still gambles. Xavier on the other hand was the type to scrimp and save every penny.

Overall, Veronika tended to make more. Xavier, though, managed to avoid dropping into massive amounts of debt. Something Veronika had managed more than once, though she always managed to pay it off before it became a real problem. It was strange how often the richest people seemed to simultaneously be the most in debt.

Speaking up, she cut off the argument before it could get much further, “I believe that Veronika and Balam have the right of it. Besides, the true worst-case scenario is that one of those bosses we need special equipment to deal with appears in the first four fights. An incredibly rare occurrence, but one we should not entirely discount. Buying the supplies we need early is another layer of insurance to prevent that worst-case scenario.”

Xavier paused at that, going over what she had said in his head and looking for any flaws in her logic. He spent a while reviewing the information and grumbling to himself. Still, Sahar knew he would agree in the end. She was appealing to the pessimist in him and invoking worst case scenarios.

“Doesn’t matter how much coin you have…”

She let the sentence hang there, waiting for him to pick up the remainder.

“If you aren’t alive to spend. Aye…aye you are right there.”

He grumbled some more, but didn’t fight them as they began making plans to purchase what was needed. Andre looked like he was feeling better as Veronika confidently talked about how they could recoup any losses and that at worst it would simply cut into their bonus from challenging the dungeon bosses. The man cared less about being rich and more about hitting a bare minimum in funds, something he was less worried about with every word out of Veronika’s mouth.

#

“Enhance bug repellent?”

“Check.”

“Field Rations?”

“Check.”

“Firedrinker trap orb, times twelve?”

“One second…Yep, all twelve are here.”

Asher listened as Xavier and Veronika went through a list that was one part video game items, one part Shakespearean witch ingredients, and two parts camping supplies. The team had been in a rush the last day and a half, but things were coming to a head. They had put their name on the waiting list to challenge the bosses, and their slot was coming up in only a couple more hours.

Signing up for the wait list was technically not required, but Andre had explained it was generally considered good manners. Not to mention a good way to avoid getting on people’s bad side. Something very important in the unregulated wild west culture of the dungeons, where nobody had the manpower or interest to enforce national laws. Out here, the only thing a team had was their reputation and their strength. A bad reputation meant you needed a lot more strength to avoid others making your life…unpleasant.

Besides, it hadn’t been that much of a sacrifice. They’d managed to book a time only six hours off of when they planned to leave anyway. It all worked out and Asher saw no reason to rock the boat. Maybe if she’d been in a bigger hurry, she’d have been more tempted to skip the niceties.

“You ready for this Asher?”

Balam surprised her when he spoke, sending her jumping slightly as electricity sparked out of her skin to run up and down her arms. Not only had she been caught up in her own thoughts, the man had been very quiet in his approach. Something she assumed just became an unconscious habit when you did the kind of work he did.

“Hell, Balam, don’t scare me like that! I almost fried you.”

The adventurer seemed to find that funny, laugh lines appearing on his face and joy sparking behind his eyes. He didn’t laugh though. She had never heard him make a noise even half as loud as laughter.

“Sorry about that. Part of my magic, a passive Ki called mantle of the hunter that dampens any sound I make. It can actually be harder to make myself noticed by most untrained people than it is to hide.”

“Well I’m glad you are feeling up for a conversation today. Most of the time I can barely get a grunt of acknowledgement out of you before you go bounding off to do something or other! That another part of your cat magic? Mana empowered aloofness?”

“No,” His response was half grimace, half pout and Asher found the look rather adorable on him. It left him seeming years younger than he really was.

“Just don’t like people much. They’re loud and mostly kind of stupid.” There was a slight pause, then he looked up at her in horror, “I don’t mean you though! You figured that bridge out really fast despite not having a perception skill. I don’t think Sahar actually expected you to manage it without asking for help.”

“Hah, got lucky mostly. Something you said just clicked. Thanks for that, by the way, never would have figured it out on my own.”

Balam practically preened a bit at the praise. It was nice that she could make him so happy with nothing more than the truth. Hopefully she’d get to see more of his smile in the future, he was usually so mopey. The loner style didn’t fit him well.

After that, the two fell into a friendly silence. Balam began going through his own pack, obviously uninterested in breaking the quiet, and Asher started talking with Bob. She’d gotten back into the habit with her recent worries, and lately she’d felt a little guilty for ignoring him in favor of Green Dawn. As far as she could tell Bob himself didn’t care, but she’d promised herself it wouldn’t happen again.

I bet he’s like a house cat Bob. Likes to act all independent, but always in the room with you because he really just wants to be a part of everything and is too shy to admit it.

I do not believe his magic is a result of his personality mistress. This is an example of correlation not meaning causation. It is merely coincidence that his magic empowers him with jaguar aspects.

I know Bob, but I have to make the reference! It’s a law. Just like how you always have to make a pun when the opportunity presents itself.

That is untrue. The Zoramir Kingdom has not had a law, policy or regulation, regional or national, regarding puns since Lady Dyras nullified her Aunt’s standing orders to beat any guest who dared to use a pun in the ducal family’s presence.

She sounds like a nice woman.

Lady Dyras or her Aunt? Lady Dyras was known as one of the great patrons of art during her lifetime and helped spread the works of three prominent painters and one singer. Her Aunt currently holds the record for most bards imprisoned in a decade.

Hah! I’ve missed these talks of ours Bob.

There was no response, but for just a moment she swore she could feel the tiniest sliver of joy filling a small, distant corner of consciousness. 

#

“Alright everyone, final check. Our window is in ten minutes. Make sure you have all your supplies.”

Asher quickly patted herself down, making sure she still had the various pouches, vials, and bags she had been handed. Everything was there, and she had already triple checked the contents of each bag before they left. After she finished, she picked up her staff and turned toward the isthmus the stone path they would be following.

Green Dawn was currently standing just outside the small safe zone town, following the only path available. Around them, the air was distorted by a powerful heat haze that blurred anything more than a few dozen feet out past the lava’s edge. Ahead, the route split in two, the first of several splits. Only the left path was open, the right covered by a large wall of semi molten stone.

The dungeon would guide them to their “instance” of the boss room as the adventurers referred to it. One of an estimated two dozen islands that made up the center of the dungeon. Only they would be able to follow the route without encountering heavy resistance from the dungeon, but they would be able to freely leave. Assuming they made it back onto the path from the island. They just needed to keep following the unblocked path.

“Lets do this guys!” She called out, unable to contain her nervous energy any longer.

Shuffling from foot to foot, she waited as the others confirmed they had everything and they began making their way down the path. As they walked, strange shapes could be seen in the Heat Haze surrounding them. The blotches came in all sizes, from a swarm of fist sized somethings to on dark patch that Asher had originally thought might be one of the islands before she saw it move.

It was intimidating, knowing that various boss creatures that they might soon be fighting were moving around out there. Nothing obvious keeping them from simply charging Green Dawn as they followed the path the dungeon laid out for them. It almost felt like a giant trap. That they’d turn around and find the route blocked, only to be swarmed from every direction,

That’s just my nerves talking. Look, everyone else seems perfectly calm. You’re going to be fine, just take some deep breathes. 

The route narrowed as they walk. Most obviously whenever they came to split, but even in between she noticed width being shaved away. What had started as a wide path easily able to accommodate four people standing next to each other, was slowly becoming a tight squeeze for two. She assumed they would eventually be forced into single file, and need to enter the boss room one by one.

As she was thinking that, Xavier spoke up, “I’m calling it Sahar. Let’s get into a defensive formation. If the route gets much narrower, it will be damn inconvenient to try to organize ourselves.”

He swept his eyes over the group, double checking what everyone looked like before calling out an arrangement he’d had them all memorize the previous day.

“I will take the lead. Balam, you are behind me. Next up is Sahar, then Veronika. Everyone make sure you are in easy reach of Sahar’s healing spells. A reminder that most of them have a fairly limited range, and that is going to determine how much we can spread out. Asher, you are following them. I know you can’t do the most from there, but try to get in a position where you can at least see me. Andre will take up the rear and make sure nothing sneaks up behind us. Asher, your main job is supporting him.”

The group rapidly organized, falling into place as Xavier called out a few instructions to make sure their formation was set up as best he could make it. He staggered them slightly, making use of the extra space currently afforded in the walk way to try to give Balam access to use his melee abilities on anything coming from the front while also giving Veronika and Asher herself better vision of what was ahead. That should allow them to better contribute with their spells.

They weren’t expecting anything to attack them here, but it was better safe than sorry. Additionally, they might have to head into the boss room swinging if the first boss was something different than normal.

They continued forward in Xavier’s slow, careful pace. Watching for any danger and encountering nothing. Ahead of them an orange and red blur began to appear in the heat haze, rising high into the air. The shadowy figures became less common, and seemed further away with every step. The route continued to narrow, but slowly and their formation required no adjustment.

Eventually, they made their way around a curve, and there it was. A cyclone of fire, rising almost one hundred feet in the air by Asher’s estimate that brought the entire group to a pause. The boss room.

She felt Green Dawn collectively gulp, more out of nerves than fear she assumed, before they once again continued forward. Ahead of her, Xavier reached out one hand and plunged it into the spinning flame.

“I do not feel anything!” he called back, turning his head over his should to talk with them.

He turned back around and shook himself lightly, taking a deep breath before stepping into the flame.

            

    
        Chapter 34: Winter

    
    
    
    
                Additional Resource has been retrieved. Packaging will commence. WARNING: Additional Resource has been marked as potentially dangerous. Handle with care. Advanced packaging protocols utilized.


“I don’t fucking believe it…”

Rory had been pacing back and forth as they approached, Seba and Elijah leaning against each other for support while Niels flew above. The wind mage blasted away the occasional monster, but otherwise was mostly there to ward off the various monsters they could hear out in the dark. He had left his crown with Theo and Rory, but had constantly pumped out an insane amount of Mana and Ki to make up for it. The monsters had gotten the message.

“Theo, Theo get out here! It’s Seba. He’s fucking alive!”

Niels landed in a spray of dust, cold wind whipping around him and causing Elijah to shiver. The man gave Rory a firm look, one that showed his disappointment.

“What have I said about the swearing Rory? It is unprofessional.” He looked toward Seba and grinned, “Not that I do not understand your excitement. And I suppose it is only the team here.”

Seba shifted and Elijah’s side, “Seriously? You’re going to offer Elijah a permanent spot?”

Theo left the cave, eyes wide with wonder, as Niels turned back to look at the two beaten and bloody men.

“Well, I was hoping to surprised him with that offer, but yes. I can hardly deny he deserves a spot after that display! He fought a field boss to try to save you Seba. After already going out into a dungeon alone, knowing there were monsters that could kill him, to search for you.”

Elijah was stunned. He’d been hoping for a more permanent arrangement with this group, at least at some level, but he hadn’t really expected anything to come of that hope. Niels had helped him, yes, but he obviously had years of hard work and practice to do before he would catch up with the rest of the team when it came to individual capability.

He couldn’t lie, he felt some amount of trepidation with the offer. He’d seen how easily Seba had nearly died, and the fact that Niels had a log book with other dead teammates didn’t speak incredibly well to the professions safety. Still though, he had also everyone saving each other more times than he could count.

And what other options did he have, realistically? Outside this dungeon he didn’t have some way to make money. He didn’t have an apartment to go back to. He didn’t even know what country he was in!

Besides, even with the danger he couldn’t deny that he didn’t enjoy this work. It felt meaningful, pushing into dangerous places to do things other people couldn’t. Keeping his friends, the closest thing to family he had in this world really, alive and well. Being their solid shield so they could do what needed to be done.

All of these thoughts and more passed through his head in a moment, flashing before his vision as he contemplated the offer. The fear and confusion he’d felt when he first arrived. The sheer relief in encountering another person when he had run into them by chance. The small moment of relaxation and enjoyment he had shared with Theo and Seba. The training he had gone through. All of that could be his life moving forward.

Arranging his emotions, Elijah began to speak, “I would be honored to join Hidden Opportunities. You all saved my life. Without you, I’d probably be dead and filling the bellies of a ghoul rat swarm by now. A place on your team…it’s a chance at a new life. Something I never could have imagined before, but something I definitely want to explore. Are you sure I’m strong enough though? I’ve been taking short cuts to be useful to the team. We all know that. On my own…won’t I bring your reputation down?”

 Theo snorted at that, “Decrease are reputation? Hardly. Yeah, you’ve got a ways to go to catch up to us on individual ability, but you’re hardly helpless. And your job means you aren’t going to be doing much on your own anyway.”

Seba smacked him lightly, nearly sending both of them falling over in their exhaustion, “Yeah. Not much point to a meatshield if there’s no one important around to guard!”

He laughed at his own joke for a moment, before being interrupted by a hacking cough that left him clutching at his ribs. Instantly, Theo was by their side and taking Seba’s weight off of Elijah. Elijah himself stumbled over to lean against a tree as he watched Theo pull out a handful of potions and down them.

The man looked over Seba’s chest critically before pulling three more potions from his bandolier. Two looked reminiscent of the health potions he’d given Elijah previously, but with slightly different shades to the color. The last was an angry red color that seemed to glow, and Elijah swore he saw sparks flicking through the liquid. He pushed the third into Seba’s hand first.

“Drink this. I don’t know what you did, but it looks like you have fluid around your lungs. It’s a good thing it wasn’t any worse or you never would have made it this far…”

Past the two, Niels approach Rory and said something Elijah couldn’t make out. He held out his hand and Rory passed the bone crown back to the wind mage. The leader of Hidden opportunities, his new boss Elijah supposed, gestured for him to join older man, and Elijah left Seba and Theo to their own conversation. Theo would probably track him down to ask questions about the improvised Thoracostomy he’d performed, but that could come later.

Elijah and Niels wandered past the fall back camp, standing just under the dead, crooked branches that formed the edge of the clearing. There was a slight surprised when Niels pulled out what looked like a metal tin of hand rolled cigarettes. Lighting up, the man briefly looked like an old school stockbroker or other gentleman. He held out the pack to Elijah, who declined the offer.

“Stressful day. I try not to smoke these too much, some of the herbs I add to them are expensive. Still, nothing quite like a smoke after a day like today.”

“I suppose with how many healing potions you take in a given week, lung damage probably isn’t much of a concern huh?”

“Oh, you know about that? I’m surprised, mostly its only healers and researchers like Theo who know that sort of thing.” Niels took a long drag before releasing a large cloud of smoke, “Yeah, Theo makes me take a specialized healing potion once a month to make absolutely sure there isn’t a problem. Pretty sure he’s writing a paper on the long term affects!”

Niels let out a soft chuckle, eyes going blank as he obviously allowed his mind to take him somewhere else. It only lasted for a moment, before he snapped back and focused on Elijah. There was something there that made him a little nervous. A hard, ungiving edge that made Elijah feel like he was about to be lectured by his new boss.

“I want to start by thanking you for what you did. If not for your actions, Seba would probably be dead right now. I had to use up a few of Theo’s more expensive potions to get to you two in time and to enhance myself for that first attack, but it cost fewer resources than I expected and Seba survived. That is a good trade in my book.”

Niels took a breath, and that hard edge pushed its way into his voice, “But you also abandoned the camp and left us, however briefly vulnerable with no one on watch. Things worked out this time, but we could very easily be having a different conversation right now. One that quite possibly could have ended with me putting a sword through your chest. Never do that again.”

Niels paused, looking out at the sky and puffing his way through the cigarette. The smoke smelled strange, almost like cinnamon, and left Elijah with a feeling of warmth. Elijah merely watched, waiting for Niels to continue.

“If you can’t follow orders, I’ll have to kick you off the team. Especially if you ever put the team as a whole in that much danger while doing so. And that would be the best outcome. Keep that in mind.”

#

With all the events surrounding Seba’s near death and survival, most of the party had forgotten about what all that suffering had paid for. Looking to push their excitement even further, Niels had been quick to remind them and the tone had gone from celebratory to downright elated. Niels had sent Rory to go collect his backpack, bringing their haul from the boss burrow into full view for the first time.

Like children at Christmas, the group quickly crowded over the pack. Each shoving against their neighbors as they sought a better view or to see the haul a moment sooner. Niels reached toward the bag and began pulling objects out one at a time.

The first was a strange, twisted branch. Two large, thick knots broke the length of the pale wood into roughly thirds. The grain of the wood grew in looping swirls. Altogether, the strange wand appeared to be a horrifyingly stretched finger of bone, slightly curled. Combined with the cold radiating from the wands tip, Elijah could almost see it as the finger of death, beckoning in the hard winter to snuff out lives.

“The system calls it ‘Frostwood’s Draw’. It’s a wand, obviously, but I don’t think any of us can make much use of it. Supposedly it will enhance ice and necromantic spells, especially when being used to kill plant life. The system is telling me it has a few hidden properties, but I haven’t unlocked that information yet. I’ll need to do a deeper analysis of it if you don’t mind Niels.”

“Go ahead Theo. Let Rory use it a bit too though. Most of his spells are not offensive in nature, but he might be able to get some use out of the thing. Otherwise, we will see if our contractee wants it. Might be worth some extra coin at the end of all this.”

The rest of the team agreed, and Niels reached back into the bag. With a grimace, he pulled the next item from the bag. At first, Elijah thought it was some kind of raisin or other dehydrated fruit, then he looked a little closer.

The mummified eye had an unnaturally blue iris that almost looked like a ring of sapphire. On the opposite side, the optic nerve protruded like shrunken, wrinkly tails. Elijah could feel mana within the thing, but didn’t get any particular feel from it.

“The system calls it ‘Winter’s Gaze’, I’m not getting much else though,” Theo said.

The man seemed flummoxed, and Elijah couldn’t blame him. In his experience, the system rarely limited itself to only giving a name. It made him think the object was probably rare and fairly important. It could just be the creation of a powerful mage though, enchanted to prevent prying.

“I am feeling some wind mana from it,” Niels spoke up. “There are other elements present too though. The mana is so faint and mixed that it is hard to make anything out though.”

“At least some of it is ice mana.” Rory added with a frown, “Not a lot though. Just a small touch.”

“Add it to your list of things to research Theo. I have a feeling this will come in useful later. There is something in the mana that feels similar to the dungeon.”

“I’ll do what I can Niels, but no promises. It doesn’t even have an obvious purpose, so actually researching the thing will be a little difficult. I have a few potions I could try though.”

With that, another object disappeared into Theo’s personal pack. After that, most of what Niels pulled out was various weapons, jewelry, and coins. Almost everything was damaged, worth nothing more than some additional gold when the job was over and they could sell the stuff. To be fair, that gold would be substantial. It just didn’t help them right now.

The only other thing of note didn’t make its way out of the bag until nearly the very end, and once again it left Niels grimacing as he pulled it out. It was a blackened and twisted heart, hardened into an almost stonelike consistency and pierced with spikes of what Elijah at first thought was ruby. When he looked closer, he realized it was crystalized blood, piercing out from the inner chambers of the heart.

Looking at the description the system gave it, he read the name out loud, “Lost Heart of the Winter Maiden. It says this is a potion ingredient.”

Theo perked up at that, “What does a potion made from it do?”

“According to this, you can collect one drop of blood from the heart a day. Mixing it with a healing potion and a few other ingredients, you can create a potion that returns the pain of life to a ghoul.”

When Theo asked him what the other ingredients were, Elijah had slowly listed each out for the alchemist.

“Damn. That potion is going to be pretty expensive. I am willing to bet it would incapacitate a lot of the monsters we have come across so far though. The ghouls claws and teeth are not designed with comfort in mind. The pain of tearing their own bodies apart every time they move would likely be overwhelming. Still, a little disappointing if that is all the heart does.”

Shaking his head, Elijah read the next bit, “No, that’s not all. If the heart is used as a focus, it will increase the power of blood magic targeted at undead creatures. There’s some other stuff too, but the system is telling me I haven’t discovered other applications for the heart yet.”

“Well, you’ll just have to see if you can figure out those ‘other applications’,” Niels spoke up. “You are the obvious pick for that thing, and it should help us out as we push further into the dungeon. You’ll need to give the daily drop of blood to Theo though.”

Elijah shrugged, seeing to reason to disagree, “Works for me. Not sure how I am going to carry it around though. It’s kind of awkward.”

Seba laughed, coming over to pat Elijah on the back. Reaching over, he took the heart from Elijah and examined it from every angle before passing it back. He briefly looked over Elijah’s supplies, considering things.

“I’ll see if I can jury-rig something together for you. We can probably attach it to the shield or your armor somewhere. Won’t be as easy to use as a focus as holding the thing, but you should manage with some practice. Best thing to do would be to mount it in a staff, but we don’t have the time to do that manually and paying for it with points is…excessively wasteful. Something to look forward to for when the job is done!”

“Oh great. Another thing to make me look like a horror movie reject.”

“No idea what that is, but you should not complain so much. Good equipment is good equipment, and it will probably keep you alive. You will just have to make do until you find a less…morbidly artistic dungeon.”

Elijah knew Niels was only being sensical, but he still wished he had any other option. It was starting to feel like he belonged in an AC/DC, Knight’s of the Round Table crossover fanfiction. Things could be worse though. At least he wasn’t a necromancer.

“Alright, let’s see the rest of the loot!” Rory called out, “I’m hoping somewhere in there is a half decent ring. I’ve been saving up, and I just about have enough for that enchantment I’ve been wanting. I need something nice to put it on!”

After that, things had gotten even rowdier when Niels approved breaking out one of their celebratory beer kegs. Elijah had agreed to be lookout for the night, equipped with an overabundance of sobriety potions and keeping an eye out so the rest could have fun. It was fine, he’d never been much of a partier. In the end, he was just happy they were happy.

#

From there, Hidden Opportunities had decided to stop with their slow and steady approach. Their contract wasn’t coming due, but the near death of Seba had taken a lot of fun out of the dungeon for everyone. Rather than slowly wandering the dungeon, seeking to maximize profit and give Elijah plenty of time to grow in strength, they began to cut their way through obstacles with a level of brutal efficiency that reinforced to Elijah the strength of his new co-workers.

There wasn’t so much an increase in power or skill as there was a narrowing of focus, that left each team member’s action seeming to ripple further than would normally be the case. Each action led into the next, which led into the next. Passing from team member to team member to elicit a result greater than the sum of its parts.

Before, the party had felt more like enthusiasts. Good at what they did, and well acquainted with the work. Capable, but more than willing to let things play out just to see what would happen. Now they were professionals, here to perform a job as quickly and cleanly as possible.

Elijah was convinced their inexorable march toward the center of the dungeon would pause for nothing. That Niels was about to railroad their way right up to the boss, and then right back out. It had felt like their advance was unstoppable and unflinching, right up until they once again hit a border between seasons.

It was obvious where winter truly began. A perfect line of snow on the ground, starting at a mere dusting and rapidly compiling into drifts four or five feet deep after two or three hundred feet. When they saw the border, Niels had increased their pace and Elijah had thought the man planned to charge right in.

Instead, the man had run them parallel to the boarder for several hours. Every once in a while, he or Seba would call a halt and the two would spend long minutes staring into the forest on the other side of the border. Neither crossed though, something Elijah asked about as they began to jog away from their latest stop.

“We’ve got to be careful in there,” Seba explained. “According to everything we’ve found, Winter is head and shoulders more dangerous than the other parts of the dungeon. There were a few references to traps under the snow and the temperature drops significantly. Some of those traps solidify the border between winter and fall, at least for a little while.”

“Ah, that makes sense. We just got you back. Don’t want to have you wandering off and getting stuck.”

“Exactly! Especially since Theo hasn’t passed out any of his warmth potions yet. Also, we’re looking for a path in. Those drifts are going to be a problem, but supposedly there are various game trails cutting through the snow that we can use to get deeper in.”

“Sounds like you have a bit more information about this part of the dungeon?”

“A bit more. We told you this dungeon isn’t super popular, so there isn’t as much information to find in the first place. Add in the fact it hasn’t been surveyed in so long and the lack of any local monitoring groups, plus the short time frame we had to get out here…”

Seba shrugged, continuing sweep the other side of the boundary for a path in, “We spent most of our time and money looking for information on the area most likely to kill us. Still wasn’t much and what we do know could be years out of date. Better than nothing though.”

They ran for a while longer, Elijah deciding to focus on not falling over from exhaustion rather than sating his curiosity. Nothing really seemed to change as they moved. Row after row of death, leafless trees. Waves of white snow just barely lit by the night sky.

Eventually Niels called for a stop and had them set up camp. Almost robotically, Elijah started to prepare food for the team. In exchange, Seba and Rory put up his tent before their own and Theo went to collect firewood. Things had gotten steadily colder and everyone appreciated the fire a little more each day.

Calling back to Seba as he began to mix a bowl of various spices, flour, and salt, he asked “So do you know what the boss of the dungeon is then? I never thought to ask.”

Between grunts of frustration as one of the tent poles fought him, Seba replied, “Yeah, we know what it is. Something called a Frostwood Willow. It’s a kind of undead nature spirit. The reanimated tree of a willow dryad who died to the winter. Real powerful, while also being pretty robust. Thankfully, they’re rooted in place.

“The thing has a few defenses against long range spells, and the dungeon provides it with even more. That said, we think most of those defenses won’t protect it from something dropping down from above. When we get to the boss, Theo is going to mix up a bunch of firebombs. Then Niels is going to fly up above the thing and drop the bombs on it. Rinse and repeat until it dies.”

“Wow. I mean, it seems like it will work but that is an expensive solution.”

“Not too bad. Most of Theo’s bombs may require a constant injection of his mana to keep from blowing, but they should stay stable just long enough for Niels to deliver them. That will be significantly cheaper, though even then we’ll be throwing a lot of money at the problem to make it go away.”

“We have a plan to slowly expand a fortress into the tree’s range if we need to,” Theo spoke up. “Decrease the distance to the tree to give Niels more time to throw the bombs. Rory will have to be constantly repairing the structure, but we don’t believe a Frostwood Willow will be strong enough to break through. Not without leaving itself entirely open to attack from Niels.”

“Which would probably be the last mistake it ever made.”

“Hah, hopefully. Hard to say for sure though, Niels magic isn’t as good against anything really sturdy. Wind magic’s advantage is finding cracks in the armor and exploiting week spots.”

The two had moved away from the subject after that, continuing to prepare the dinner and the camp. After they ate, Theo had quickly dismissed himself to run experiments on all three of their mystery items and Niels had walked off muttering. Elijah and Rory, meanwhile, spent the evening losing money to Seba.

#

A trail had eventually been found the next day. A tiny path, barely wide enough for them to pass. While still preferable to trying to forge their own route through the snow, it was not an extremely pleasant experience. Elijah, constantly happy he had kept his winter coat when selected as a beta tester, was likely the best off and he still felt the biting cold every time he brushed against the flakes.

He'd been concerned about wearing the coat, unsure if he could fit it under the ghoul bone armor he’d received when he killed bear. Thankfully, for only two evolution points he had been able to enchant the armor with “adjustable”, a magic that would ensure the armor always fit. Now the bones and leather sat layered outside his thick, parka style coat. It even sat in such a way that he still had access to the massive pockets on the front of the coat, giving him an easy place to store the Heart of the Winter Maiden. Not ideal, but better than Seba’s first suggestion to tie the heart to his armor with some rope.

The problem was that it wasn’t just normal snow, which would have been bad enough. This stuff was so cold, it would start causing frostbite if contact was maintained for even only a handful second. Even worse, the cold was more than just physical. Some malicious magic in the stuff would sap your strength as you maintained contact, draining the energy right out of you along with your Ki and Mana.

Thankfully Theo had been brewing warmth potions the entire time they were in the dungeon, and even with the addition of Elijah they had a large enough supply to last weeks. Each lasted around ten hours, causing a pleasing warmth to radiate from the belly and suffuse every limb. The potion’s efficiency was affected by the user and the clothes worn, adjusting itself to keep the wearer what Elijah’s sergeant had called “comfortably cool”. The right blend of warm enough that he wasn’t suffering negative affects from the temperature, but cool enough that strenuous activity wouldn’t cause him to start sweating.

Thanks to Elijah’s multiple, thick layers, he got almost twelve entire hours out of one potion. Niels on the other hand, in significantly thinner clothes and flying around at high speeds, barely got eight hours of use out of the potion. Rory hadn’t even needed one, though he took one for additional comfort. His inherent ice magic came with a body enhancement spell that allowed him to more efficiently retain heat and ignore the cold. That, combined with some inherent magic to his Elvish heritage, meant he would be functional, if not comfortable, even in a blizzard.

Something Elijah was more than a little jealous of.

Somehow though, even through the biting external cold, that feeling in his chest he’d had ever since entering the dungeon was still there. A chill pulling at him from the center of the forest. Occasionally sending a shiver down his spine when he focused on it. Even Rory’s magic couldn’t protect someone from it.

Besides the cramped confines, the game trail they were following was a meandering, winding mess with no regard for destination. Like natural game trails, they wandered between places of interest to the local wildlife. Areas where the local stream ran too quickly to freeze or small burrows lead underground for warmth.

During the scant few hours that constituted a day this deep in the forest, they would come across the occasional rabbit or deer on the path. The animals would flee at the sight of them, more often than not into the snow. This would usually be followed by the horrifying sight of the poor animal freezing to death in minutes, until all that was left was a frozen zombie a few dozen feet from the path.

At night, the route would be rife with ghouls. The smaller ones were all but wiped out at this point, leaving only the larger creatures like deer and wolves. Even the rats, up until now a constant presence, were missing. Elijah assumed their small bodies simply couldn’t survive the environmental dangers of the surrounding dungeon.

The flying ghouls were more common out here however. Birds and bats could be seen filling the trees, warded off by the power of the crowns. Smaller than what he had encountered before, but apparently making up for it with pure viciousness. The things thankfully couldn’t truly fly, saving the group from constant harrying. They could, however, glide and were very skilled at flinging themselves from treetop to treetop. The chittering, skittering sound of bare wing bones striking wood became a constant background noise and the creatures would not hesitate to strike if the group was ever distracted.

As bad as that threat was, however, there were a few advantages. More than once a ghoul wolf of lynx they came across decided the birds were easier prey. The large ghouls seemed impervious to the snow, freely traversing wide swathes of the dungeon Hidden Opportunities couldn’t approach without significant risk.  It was a constant danger that one would come leaping onto their game trail, but teamwork and months of practiced coordination meant they could make short work of the dangers.

It wasn’t until their third day that they came across something truly threatening.

It was long after nightfall, and the team had been carefully advancing along the path for hours. The time to stop for their next meal was approaching. They had sandwiches made from the leftovers of the previous day’s dinner and all of their training couldn’t compete with the rumbling of their stomach as they thought of the meal to come.

Their surroundings were the same as any other day. Snow up to their waist on either side of a thin trail, winding its way between dead trees. Somewhere nearby, Elijah could hear the sound of rushing water. Likely the destination of this particular part of the game trail. In the trees above, he could make out dark shapes again the sky. Skittering from branch to branch and tree to tree.

Tall snowdrifts rose to either side, building around the tree trunks until some were even taller than Elijah himself. Ice hung from the branches, seemingly impossibly sharp when they reflected the glow from Theo’s light spell.

The route itself was perfectly clear. Trampled snow mixed with frozen mud. No sign of what was to come, clear of sticks, rocks, or any other distinguishing marks. No bloodstains, as they had occasionally come across while hiking along. Violent splatterings of red, like an animal had simply exploded in the trail. There weren’t even any strange lumps, implying something hidden beneath the slush.

It had happened as they passed out of a small ravine, tall snowdrifts flanking each side. A short stone ledge on one side and a particularly thick copse of trees on the other creating a wind tunnel that packed the snow high on either side. The sound of the wind blotting out any tiny noises the group might have otherwise heard and the surrounding terrain trapping the group even more than the snow normally would.

Seba, leading the group, had passed out of the small ravine first. Scouting the area ahead for danger, and doing his best to guide them deeper in. There were only so many splits in the path and so much he could do on that front, but with Niels scouting from the air they had only had to turn back once so far.

Niels himself was around one hundred and fifty feet up. He had to stay above the tree tops, or else even the crown couldn’t keep him from being swarmed by the flying menaces. They weren’t really a danger to the powerful mage, but they were a nuisance and a distraction the team didn’t need. He kept an eye on the wider area, though between the height and the cover of the surrounding branches, he was only so much help.

Elijah had passed through next, buckler up and ready to be expanded out into a small shield with his blood art. He’d gotten better about maintaining awareness of the situation and having his spells ready at a moment’s notice, but in these moments before they stopped for lunch, he had allowed himself to lapse on some level. Scanning for anything that might be charging from the woods, he missed the real threat.

It happened as Theo passed the center of the two large drifts. From the left, spears of bone exploded from within the snow. Each flung through the air with savage speed, ready to pincushion their alchemist. At the first flicker of movement, the man had a potion in his hand and coming to his lips.

Even then it wouldn’t have been enough if not for Rory. The younger mage threw up several thin walls of ice, the most of the spears punching through the first and second. Fewer and fewer spears made it through the following walls until the very last came to a stop impaled in the final one.

There wasn’t time to celebrate however, as at the same time more bones emerged from the opposite bank. These were slower, slowly forcing their way out until they revealed themselves as three skeletal monstrosities. Each was a grotesque caricature of a human skeleton, apparently created from the scrounged bones of whatever died nearby. The random sourcing of bones had resulted in each being unique.

The first appeared to have a human rib cage, though it was attached to the front half of a deer’s body. The spinal cord dangled like a particularly gruesome tail. For a head, the thing had a wolf skull with sharp, though not monstrous, teeth. Each arm seemed to come from a ghoul lynx, being far too short. Each limb was still heavily armored in the bone plating and vicious claws tipped the ends. The overall impression was like if someone had attempted to use a teleportation device to create a miniature tyrannosaurus skeleton.

The second had the human skeleton’s arms, shoulders, and head. It held a rusted and pitted knife in one hand, and had a heavy rock in the other. It had no torso, instead using the remainder of the deer skeleton for legs and a tiny spine. The thing ran like a gorilla, using the knuckles for balance and additional speed.

The last was hulking, far taller than the rest of them. It had appeared to luck out by having most of a bear skeleton for chest and arms. Its legs were the last of the human skeleton, and for a head it had claimed the deer skull. A single antler remained attached, giving the looming shape and lopsided appearance.

As Rory dealt with the flying spears, Theo had just enough time to down the potion he had taken. The violet liquid caused scales to erupt from his skin, thickening into something halfway between lizard skin and thick scab. When the bear skeleton slammed a paw into his chest, he was sent flying into the stone ledge but stood with no apparent injury.

The other two had gone for Rory as he was distracted with his spell casting. The wolf skulled one managed to bite onto Rory’s arm, but he had pulled it away before too much damage could be done. The knife wielding satyr thing, meanwhile, only managed a light scratch across Rory’s thigh before he leapt away.

It all happened so fast, that Elijah had barely had time to react. One second nothing, and then an explosion of snow and bone as his teammates shouted. One in pain, the other calling for assistance. He charged the creatures, activating his aura as the surrounding ghoul birds took the opportunity to dive bomb the party.

His aura had no affect on the skeletons, of course. They didn’t even turn away from their quarry, continuing to stock the two ranged combatants. The birds and bats, however, shrieked in outrage. Especially as he began to rapidly burn mana to empower the spell as far as possible. They broke away in their dive, instead focusing on Seba as he stood outside of Elijah’s range.

“Go help them! I can deal with the fliers for at least a little while.”

Elijah didn’t need to be told twice. He dropped a shoulder, let out a bellow, and charged the bear thing as it advanced on Theo. Tackling into its side, he was briefly surprised how light the thing was before remembering just how little of the bodies weight bones actually accounted for.

The two of them went flying, slamming into the tyrannosaurus thing and rolling in a tangle of limbs. Small bits of frozen flesh still hung from some of the bones, and Elijah had to hold back a gag as he worked to keep his arms and legs away from the snapping jaws of the skeletal abominations.

Behind him he heard a boom and more yelling. The shrieks of the dozens of flying ghouls and the wail of wind screaming through the air. As he rolled, he saw a spike of ice explode out of the ground, something wriggling on the tip before beginning to slide down the side. Eventually Elijah and the two skeletons came to a stop, well past the more vulnerable members of his team.

Elijah had suffered a number of cuts and bruises in the tackle, but he had come out mostly without injury. The bear was possibly in even better shape than himself, though the remaining antler had snapped off and found itself entangled in the tyrannosaurus’s ribs. Speaking of, the strangest of the skeletons had suffered multiple broken bones, including on of its legs. Elijah doubted it would be able to stand, the break making the legs too lopsided for a stable gait.

Pulling back his buckler, he slammed it into the face of the tyrannosaurus, jamming the metal plate into its jaws. Tiny arms flailed, attempting to remove the hindrance but unable to turn enough to reach with the bone plates in the way. He had lost a defensive tool, but now the thing was essentially incapable of hurting him as long as he kept a little distance.

The bear returned to standing. In a living creature, such a large torso on such tiny legs would have been horrifically unbalanced and incapable of standing. As a skeleton though, the legs had more than enough strength and stability for the light load they carried.

The thing reared back and Elijah threw his arms up in a block for the coming downward swipe of the heavy bone paws. Based off the weight of the thing, and the ponderous nature of most of its movements so far, he expected he could brush off the attack. Instead, it felt like he was hit by a sledge hammer as the falling paw slammed him into the ground.

Groaning, he barely had the focus to roll to the side, avoiding the monsters next swing but once again tangling himself up with the tyrannosaurus skeleton. Kicking it in the face, he sent the second skeleton flying into the bear. As they untangled themselves, the tyrannosaurus once more taking a beating as the bear simply ripped the weaker monster away without regard for the smaller monster’s safety, Elijah brought his sword chopping down at the bear skeleton’s head.

Seeing him, it swung wildly with large arms while dropping the other skeleton to the ground at its feet. The blow sent Elijah flying back, but along the way he buried the sword deep in the offending limb and splintered large pieces of the humerus away. The skeleton didn’t scream or bellow, but it clacked it’s jaw in what Elijah could only interpret as rage.

Falling forward onto all fours, it crushed the tyrannosaurus’s rib cage the large bear paws before charging at Elijah. The weaker skeleton rattled and gnashed its teeth, but only the upper body was moving. It appeared the bear had smashed any bones connecting it to its lower body and had, at least temporarily, put the thing out of commission.

Not that he had much time to think about that with the more dangerous of the two bearing down at him. He’d been flung into the snow, and could feel his face freezing over. Quickly, he brushed away the flakes from his exposed skin while climbing to his feet. Preparing for the things charged, he dropped down at the last minute and grabbed at the monsters chest.

Doing his best to avoid touching his face against the massive, disgusting ribs or mummified patches of skin and flesh, he heaved. Using the monsters own momentum and weight to bring it over his shoulder, he slammed the monster headfirst into the snow drift he had been thrown into.

Checking just long enough to see the skeleton scrambling to get its bearings, he charged the broken and battered t-rex. The thing swiped futilely at him, but he leapt past the grasping limbs and landed right by the wolf skull still choked by his buckler. Lifting his right leg, he brought it down.

Curbstomping the skeleton, he smashed the snout into pieced and put deep cracks along the cranium with his first kick. His second missed, thrown off as the skeleton shuddered and jittered beneath him. The third landed solidly on the dome of the beast, smashing through and pulverizing what remained.

Then the bones went still.

Which was when Elijah was once again sent airborne, hip checked by the bear after it finally escaped the drift. He landed hard, watching as the skeleton grabbed pieces of its fallen comrade and held them to various areas of its body. As he watched the spinal cord that had formed the things “tail” was grafted onto the monster’s hip bones, resulting in a strange centaur chimera. The smaller arms were mounted onto the creature’s sternum, a second set of tearing limbs where its pecks would be.

That didn’t seem that threatening at first, then the creature spread its arms wide and approached slowly, making wide grasping motions.  The thing was planning to pin him against its chest in a deadly bear hug, leaving the smaller arms to gut him. With the monster’s insane strength, he’d never escape once he had been caught.

Just as he started to worry about what do next, the monsters head seemed to simply pop off. The mass of threatening bones collapsed to the ground, barely even twitching, as a pair of hands caught the falling skull. Behind the hulking body, Niels stood with a grim grin on his face. With a flex, the head was pulverized.

“Well now, this is something we weren’t warned about.”
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“I hope you aren’t planning anything stupid Kai. I saw that look in your eyes when you told Djimon he couldn’t go off on his own.”

Kai and Norah had taken the middle two shifts for the night. It was their usual pattern when they wanted to talk without the younger members of the team overhearing. They needed to be confident. Unshakeable. Especially right now, with all of the unexpected stress and danger from changes to the dungeon’s usual script.

Norah was sure at least some of their own nerves were coming through. It was hard not to show any signs of panic. She was equally sure that none of them knew the full depth of worry that she and Kai had about these changes.

“What if I have gotten them all killed Norah,” He asked quietly. “You know as well as I do that this could be catastrophic. I did not even begin to suspect the dungeon might block our route back out. I should have! That is not an uncommon tactic for D rank dungeons.”

“But it is incredibly rare in E rank dungeons. Which this is supposed to be!”

“But with all the changes…what if it advanced? What if it is D rank now? It has been sitting on the edge for so long…”

“All we knew is that there appeared to be a Rogue Dungeon Monster that had made its way out of the mountain. Nobody has cleared the Labyrinth recently, so it could have had an easy solution. The mid boss was unchanged, exactly like the guidebooks described. There was no reason to suspect something like that.”

“But there is now. Unless the basilisks have killed everything, which we both know is not incredibly likely, there should be plenty of weaker mobs populating this area. If the issue was that nobody had cleared the dungeon, I would be expecting hordes of the things shortly after we entered.”

The big fire mage sighed, putting his head in his hands and rubbing his eyes. He hadn’t been getting enough sleep recently, staying up long into the night trying to find some explanation in his notebook. He needed a break, and she planned to force him into his bedroll one way or another after they were finished talking.

“And then there is the fact the basilisks are this far out,” he continued. “It is a pattern. Something has changed in the dungeon and now all the monster territories have shifted. That is a good indication that the dungeon has introduced a new monster, which could easily be enough to shift the dungeon’s rank.”

“A new elite mob would be a problem,” Norah acknowledged, putting a hand on his back for comfort. “Monsters are always their most dangerous when you don’t know anything about them. Still, I have confidence we could at least escape. Don’t go giving up hope so soon.”

He looked at her through his fingers, glowing red eyes taking her in. She noted the scruffiness of his face. The poor man had never had much luck growing facial hair, and the rugged five o’clock shadow look was something he had never been able to achieve. She’d need to remind him to shave it all off before Emiko gave him grief for it again.

“Besides, if it is only one or two new monsters, we should have a pretty good chance of avoiding them. And we didn’t see any of the weaker mountain monsters outside the mountain.” She continued, “They could be avoiding this area because of the basilisk nest.”

“True. We just do not know enough. It makes me uncomfortable. All these new variables mean the old plan is in shambles, and I am not sure how much I can recover.”

“No plan is perfect Kai, you know that. Besides, the plan you made isn’t as useless as you make it out to be. I haven’t noticed any changed walls or passages yet, so the map you made should still be fairly accurate. And I haven’t heard any of the walls shifting, so the interior maze should still be pretty constant.”

“I’m still kicking myself for not transcribing more of the map. It was just so large…I mapped out the area around the Shieldsmen’s Door. Enough to get to the boss room and avoid any particularly troublesome creatures. I should have at least found a route to one of the other doors.”

“It took you two weeks to create that map. You had to go through almost twenty different accounts of the dungeon and cross reference four different maps before you were confident in it. And we still aren’t one hundred percent sure it was accurate. Doing that for the entire mountain would have taken you years.”

She gave him a moment after that. He was cycling through self-recriminations, but with the arguments she’d made he was too logical to let them overly affect him. Kai was always so quick to blame himself. The failures just weren’t usually big enough that he needed her help getting through them. It was inspiring, how often he let even perceived failures serve as a lesson for greater improvement. Sometimes though, when that perceived failure was great enough, he would destroy himself without someone there to intervene.

When he finally spoke his voice was like stone, “We might have to do something drastic. You know that right?”

Norah was quiet for a long moment at that. Terrible options appeared in her head. Plans that they had made once, a long time ago, for if the absolute worst was to happen. Changes Kai might have made to those plans over the years. Sacrifices he might be willing to make for the rest of the team.

“I know Kai. We’re in a bad situation, and only have so many resources. I think we can make it through, but I’ll be honest. Every bone in my body is screaming that we’re in danger here. The most danger we’ve ever faced. Not much we can do about it though.”

He nodded, “Wandering Horizons is a second family to me Norah. Just like it is to you, Emiko, and everyone else. I will do anything to keep this family safe.”

He stared down the hallway, losing himself in the darkness. Something passed across his face. A grim look that Norah didn’t like, but that she had seen repeatedly since they entered the mountain. It made her oldest, most trusted friend and partner look far too grim.

“We are trapped here Norah. Cows in a pen waiting to be slaughtered. Sustenance for this dungeon. I plan to make sure the damn thing knows that this bull has horns.”

He gave her another burning look. A fire she rarely saw in the rules and protocols bound man. Something much like she imagined his raider ancestors wore while riding out to conquer nations. She loved to see that in him. It usually meant things were about to get dangerous, but it also signified he was finally putting down the generations of duty his family had instilled in him.

Not to say she didn’t like him when he was all caught up in family and duty. That part of him had its draws. The wildness he let show when he set it aside though…It was a kindred spirit in her mind. She was constantly in awe of the iron cage he kept that wild spirit in, and when he let it out she loved the feeling of a fellowship.

It looked like things were about to get a bit more wild.

“I’m done with planning Norah,” He said, a savage look of determination on his face. “I don’t have the variables I need to make a good one. We’re doing things your way now. I trust you to make the right call.”

Usually, Kai took the lead. He was a temperance on the teams otherwise impulsive nature and had a talent for bureaucracy and planning none of them could rival. He and she were technically listed as co-leaders on every document, but she was content to let him do the heavy lifting. When he decided things had become too chaotic for plans though…

“I’ll get us through this Kai. You got us this far. A truly impressive accomplishment. I’ll get us through the last step.”

#

When Li woke, something had felt different. A change in the camps energy. It started small. Kai not being awake and tending the fire. A seeming morning ritual for the man, and one Li had never seen him miss. Even when Li had the final watch, Kai would usually wake long before the rest of the team and ensure everything was prepared for the morning meal.

Like a manager setting his team up for success, ensuring everyone had the resources they needed.

Instead, he clearly heard the sounds of rather aggressive snoring coming from the older man’s tent. Instead, Norah was at the fire. None of the ingredients were out and organized, but she was sending Ananya and Emiko searching through the supply bags, bringing everything she needed as she did the cooking.

Breakfast had been delicious, but again that changed air had intruded. Norah had become a bit more commanding, handing out the instructions for the day that Kai was usually in charge of. She remained more friendly and energetic than the stoic Orc, but she had taken on the same demeaner he saw when she trained him. Iron beneath the softness.

 They took their time disassembling the camp, giving Kai as much time as possible to sleep. Norah was insistent that they relax, prepare for a day that was likely to end in combat. She wanted to clear out basilisk, and wanted everyone in the best possible shape for the confrontation.

“I talked with Kai last night, and we believe we should aim for culling eight or nine in ten of the basilisk. Then we will need to shatter the nest and scatter the survivors.”

“Why aren’t we wiping them out entirely,” Ananya demanded. “The dungeon will make more eventually, and there should be far less risk to anyone who follows behind us in the meantime.”

“Kai believes it is just as likely that wiping them out entirely could result in this part of the dungeon becoming more dangerous. The presence of the Basilisks keeps a Garja’lu or Golem Champion from taking over the region. They should also keep the population of lesser monsters low. A swarm of Stone Burrowers can be an incredibly deadly threat. Besides, Kai wants to avoid unbalancing the dungeon’s ecosystem more than it already is.”

Ananya nodded at that, seemingly mollified. Obviously, the woman would prefer if there was nothing in the area to threaten them. It was her job to keep everyone alive and protected after all, and she took that seriously. Still, she recognized that there was a need to not put their own safety over the safety of others that might come after them.

Seeing a pause in the conversations, Li raised his hand to get everyone’s attention. Once they were focused on him, he began to speak.

“I know the Basilisks weren’t what you were expected, but what monsters were you anticipating? I haven’t gotten as much time to review Kai’s notebook, so a refresher would be useful in case we come across something besides the Basilisks. Most of that was focused on the biggest threats too. I remember the Garja’lu, obviously, and the Golem Champion is just a bigger, meaner version of the Golem Warlord. What are the most common of the weaker creatures?”

Norah took a moment to sigh, “It really is unfortunate we couldn’t drum all this information into you properly. You should do your best to get as much information as possible before challenging a dungeon. Nothing is more dangerous than an unknown monster. Still, you’ve come along way with the time you had. Emiko, why don’t you start. It can be a refresher, name one common mob inside this mountain.”

“The Lapitari, obviously. An easy answer, but one that shouldn’t be overlooked. Every time a Garja’lu kills something, one of them will be formed. There should be hordes of them running through the halls. Some controlled by Garja’lu, but most simply mindless destroyers. They aren’t as durable as they look however. Rapid changes in temperature, blunt strikes, or other attacks that can take advantage of their brittleness can cause one to break into pieces”

“Good. Also keep in mind that if they are under control by a Garja’lu, they’ll usully display more coordination and intelligence. They also have some rudimentary ability to communicate with their creator, so be careful to not be surprised by one of the big cats. Djimon, you next.”

The rogue shifted slightly, uncomfortable with being put on the spot. Any answer he might have had seemed to fade from his mind, and he thought for a moment before responding.

“Well, there’s the Half Golems…”

Li couldn’t remember reading about those. The name sounded vaguely familiar, but he could easily be thinking of any one of the several dozen varieties of golems that could be found in Archimedes’ Labyrinth.

Thankfully, Djimon quickly began to expand on the creature, “They’re a kind of parasite. Or maybe scavenger would be more accurate. If a golem is destroyed, but large chunks are still intact, one of these things will claim the discarded parts. They’ll hollow out an area inside the golem, usually the base of a limb for smaller ones and the torso for bigger ones, and climb inside. Kind of like a hermit crab.

“The creature itself is a type of slime though, and more closely resembles a slug. It hides its core and various organs inside the golem pieces. The organs are quite fragile on their own, but provide various benefits to the creature including greater intelligence, better senses, and more powerful digestive enzymes.

“Most importantly, it will seep the slime throughout the remains of the golem and then use it to puppet the body. The golem itself is more than just a protective shell, it’s a weapon. With the advanced perception from the organs, they’ll often hide entirely within the golem body and attack when you’re least expecting it.”

“Those things are disgusting,” Ananya spoke up. “Makes me shiver just thinking about them.”

“Yeah, but their slime is valuable,” Emiko was quick to respond.

Ananya’s reply was muttered just loud enough for Li to hear, “Having to harvest the slime just makes them even more vile…”

“I’ll go next,” Norah said, “I mentioned them already, but stone burrowers are a common and often underestimate threat. They’re tiny, barely six inches long, but have some pretty powerful magic. Appearance wise, they’re pretty similar to a garter snake, but have a topaz growing out of their forehead.

“No poison, pitiful physical abilities, and not too hard to kill if you can hit one. The problem comes from the fact that they can move through stone as easily as I can through water. Even more importantly, they can reshape the stone as they go. Their range is only a foot or two, but they like to build pitfalls and use columns or arcs of stone to trap you. Once you are helpless, they eat their way into your stomach.

Right. Li remembered reading about those. He couldn’t help but shudder. There had been diagrams in Kai’s notebook and they had not been pleasant to look at. Thankfully the notes had also mentioned that they were generally the least aggressive of the dungeon inhabitants this far in. Most adventurers were a little too large to be the creature’s ideal prey. They preferred eating the rats, birds, and squirrels that found their way into the dungeon. They’d protect themselves if provoked though.

Apparently getting into the activity, Emiko spoke up again without prompting, “Sand Serpents too. They look a lot like the Archimedes Basilisk but less…thick. They almost twice as long too. Still way less dangerous though.”

“Oh right,” Li spoke up. “They’re mimics right? They look a lot like the basilisks, but their poison is way less powerful and their defenses are way weaker right?”

Emiko snorted, “They don’t even have any poison. They’re a constrictor. Not really much of a threat unless one manages to get around your throat. You’re right about the lack of magical protection too, but their scales are really hard. Hard to hurt the things physically.”

“Why are they called sand serpents anyway?” Li asked.

“Their scales can shift color.” Ananya jumped in, “Only between two different patterns though. The first is the basilisk coloration, the second makes them almost impossible to spot in sand. Some of the hallways in here are filled with sand, and the Sand Serpents are found in or around those halls.”

“Ah, that makes sense. Kind of cool they can shift color like that, but I’m not looking forward to dealing with it.”

“Agreed. With that I believe we’re almost done with the more common monsters,” Ananya paused for a moment, “We could get into details of the specific subtypes, but I believe it would be best to classify them together. The last type of monster we expected to run into a lot of in here are Golem Legionnaires.”

“Right, those are kind of like the statues I ran into while fighting the Warlord? Except smarter and not bound in one spot.”

“Mostly not bound in one spot,” Djimon spoke up. “Don’t get into absolutes with those things. They’re golems, so they can be designed to look like almost anything. There were a few accounts of busts in some of the hallways coming to life as Golem Legionnaires and activating traps on their pedestals. One supposedly had a scorpion nest hidden in its mouth.”

The Ancerva paused for a long moment, “We had a plan for how to scout for them, but honestly you and Emiko’s Mana Sense might be our best bet. The things are so varied and random that it can be easy to overlook them. I’ll be doing my best, of course, and fully expect to find at least most of them. I’d be grateful if you two kept an eye out though. Never hurts to get a second opinion on any statues.”

“Any way I can help. No promises on my end though, there’s magic all over the place around here. It’s creating enough noise that I almost want to turn it off when I go to sleep.”

Li wasn’t lying. Between his motion sense and mana sense, it felt like he had been swallowed by some colossal beast. He could feel things moving behind the walls and feel massive amounts of mana flowing rapidly from location to location. He assumed at least some of it was the machinery that made the entire mountain turn, but he was betting plenty of it was traps and monsters they would need to look out for.

He'd brought his concerns up with Kai the previous evening, but the man hadn’t looked surprised. Kai had told him he should do his best to get used to it, and absolutely not turn it off. The older adventurer had said he would need to get used to ambient noise in his sensory skills eventually anyway. How else could he expect to use them in towns, cities, or anywhere with more than a handful of people?

“We all have our own ways of contributing to the defense, Li. Don’t let this fool leave you thinking everything is up to you and Emiko,” Ananya’s voice was calm, but there was a hint of teasing when she insulted Djimon.

“Alright, we’ve gotten off topic. All of this was a good refresher and we’ve brought up some useful point. Setting up official golem protection measures will be useful. I’m sure Kai has an idea or two in mind, and will be happy to share once he wakes up. For now though, lets get back to the topic at hand.”

Li was surprised, usually Norah would be more than willing to take part in some good-natured ribbing. It brought him back to that feeling of difference he’d been getting on occasion since waking up.

“Do you agree with Kai’s plan in regards to the Archimedes Basilisks? Are there any concerns with proceeding as planned?”

There was a chorus of ‘no’s at Norah’s question. Li himself couldn’t think of a better plan, especially if part of their goal was to make the dungeon safer for future adventurers. Part of him wanted to wipe the monsters out, and screw the consequences. He wasn’t that much of an asshole though, to put others safety above his own when the actual benefit was probably minimal. Afterall, what was to keep a more powerful monster from moving in while they were still in the area?

“Great. Now comes the part that people might be a little more uncomfortable with.”

More uncomfortable than attacking an entire nest of highly poisonous serpents determined to kill us? Li couldn’t help but think they were already taking enough insanity onto their plate for one day. They’d done some dangerous things, of course, but he would really prefer to keep his death-defying moments to once a day. Still…every challenge is a chance to push yourself to new heights, right? That’s what Norah’s been teaching anyway.

“What do you have in mind?” Emiko asked, with more than a little suspicion in her voice.

Norah gave her wide, terrifying smile. “Once we’ve scattered the basilisk, Djimon is going to do some scouting. Specifically, he is going to look for the route leading from the nest that has seen the least recent basilisk activity.”

“That doesn’t sound so bad.” Norah responded, “Why would I have a problem with going where the basilisks aren’t?”

Li was wondering that himself, trying to figure out Norah’s plan. This seemed much to risk averse for her. Knowing Norah, she should be driving them to fight the biggest, toughest, meanest…

Oh.

He came to a realization then, and he didn’t like it. It wasn’t that they were taking that route because there were no snakes. They were taking that route because something was driving the snakes away. He realized that Djimon must have come to the same conclusion, and looked his way for support. The shadow mage was just staring at Norah. Biting the bullet, Li spoke up.

“You want us to track down whatever made them set up a nest out here, don’t you?” Li asked.

There it was, that smile again. This time directed solely on himself. He really didn’t like that. Norah was scary than any of the monsters he’d come across so far. Except maybe the Garja’lu, but that was probably because there was a distressing similarity in their smiles.

“Yes,” she said with relish. “Not necessarily to fight it. At least not right away. We need to get more information through. If it is another Basilisk nest, we can assume the dungeon made some sort of mistake and is spawning to many of them. Then, as long as we cull a few more nests, things should return to normal on their own. If its something else, at least we’ll know there is more going on here.”

Li hated that he thought it was reasonable approach.

#

An hour later, they were still waiting for Kai to emerge from his tent. Otherwise, everyone was pretty much ready to go. The camp had mostly been packed away, dishes had been cleaned, and a serving of food had been put aside for the swordsman. Norah was currently in the process of discussing a scouting mission with Djimon to find a safe route to the nest and check for traps. Li himself was working through another one of Emiko’s magic lessons.

“So what’s up with Norah and Kai this morning?” He asked Emiko as she wrote something in a notebook beside him.

“Oh, yeah. I suppose Kai’s been pretty much in charge since you joined up huh? It seems like Kai decided his plan has officially gone to shit. Honestly lasted a lot longer than I expected. Between all the warnings about increased danger and the extra job from the guild…I thought things would go to hell way sooner.”

She went back to writing in her notebook real fast, adding a few more lines before she closed the leather-bound pages. She shifted in her seat, turning to face him and give her full attention.

“Still, he’s decided the plan isn’t going to hold up any longer. That means Norah’s in charge now. She’s better with all the chaos. Don’t worry too much, this is pretty normal. No plan is perfect, and they’ll almost always go wrong eventually. He’ll still be there to advise Norah, but she’ll be making the snap decisions.”

She gave him a long, considering look.

“On a different topic, I noticed you finally got to pick a class. What did you choose?”

Li was surprised, as far as he could tell there had been no sign of his class selection. At least not outwardly. He’d rapidly blazed through the first few levels of the class, but as far as he could tell that should only affect his stats.

“I chose Warrior. How could you tell anyway?”

“Warrior and not Rogue huh? That’s surprising,” She didn’t seem to register his question at first, too taken by surprise by his answer. Snapping back she responded, “Well, it’s part of my Mana Sense, plus another sensory ability of mine. I have several. Eventually, the two together should let me pick apart a lot of the spells and abilities of anything I see. For now though, I get a bit of a glimpse of the shape of somethings soul. Doesn’t help much, besides giving me a very basic idea of how much power something can bring to bear. More relevantly though, it makes it easy to track level ups.”

“So you know how we explained that leveling up is your soul reinforcing itself with more power and growing? That’s only true for racial experience. Class experience still takes a bit of the soul leftovers of whatever you killed, but it uses them to sort of sculpt your soul instead of just making it bigger. The higher your class level, the more intricate the shape of your soul. I’ve noticed yours is becoming less of a…well it’s not really a great comparison but I guess I’d have to say ‘orb’. It’s taking on some definition.”

She paused giving him time to digest what she had said so far. She let him drift in his own thoughts for a little while, wondering about the implications. Before he could get to far down the rabbit hole, she drug him back with a question though.

“So why did you choose Warrior instead of Rogue? It seemed like Rogue was what you were setting up for.”

He blushed a little at that. It was a spur of the moment decision honestly, and one he hadn’t discussed with anyone before making. Still, he couldn’t bring himself to regret it. His reasoning still held true.

“Well, I thought about it. Rogue was the sensible decision, right? I’ve got two perception abilities already, plenty of mobility, and I’ve been training in trap finding and situational awareness. But I realized, that’s not really what I want to do. You know? I don’t mind being a secondary scout, but all that backstabbing, hit and run, rogue stuff? Just not what felt right. I want to be more on the front line, or mid line at worse. That means I need to be able to take a hit or two, at least sometimes.”

“Hmmm…” was Emiko’s only response

“Don’t get me wrong, I’m not seeing myself in full plate armor swinging around a sword and shield. I’ve got my own way of doing thing.” Li hovered a knife in the air to demonstrate before continuing, “But that’s still the place I want to be. Right up in whatever I am fighting’s face. Besides, it will help me balance out my stats a bit more. I really want to avoid min-maxing. That stuff works great in theory, but what happens when something isn’t going right?”

He paused, embarrassed about his reasoning. He didn’t like it? It was like he was a child pouting about the snack he’d been given. This was life and death. There should be more reasoning than ‘I didn’t like it’.

“Fair enough,” was all Emiko said.

He just stared at her, flummoxed that she could be so casual about the entire thing. She’d opened her notebook back up, and was beginning to write in it again. As far as he could tell, she had entirely dismissed the issue.

“Wait, what? What do you mean fair enough? You aren’t going to tell me I made a massive mistake or something?”

She put down the book again, looking at him, “Why would I say that? It’s your life. I mean, yeah. Rogue probably was a better fit for you at the time, and likely would have increased your power more in the immediate future. But if you can’t see yourself becoming that, and want to move in a direction now, it’s better to make that choice while you are constructing the foundation.”

She has fiddling with her pen, clearly thinking about something. “I was the same way you know. Kai took me on to be an apprentice. He fully expected me to follow in his footsteps and choose warrior for me first class. I didn’t tell him it wasn’t what I wanted for the longest time, instead just doing what I could to make him happy. He’d offered me an incredibly opportunity and could guide me far better if I followed his footsteps directly after all! But when it came time to choose…It just wasn’t the right class for me. You know?”

Emiko sighed, glancing toward Kai’s tent. “When I finally told him, he was disappointed of course. Not in me, or the choice I wanted to make though. In himself for making me feel like I had no other options. He told me that just because it might offer more power now, if I couldn’t see myself in that role, I would never reach my full potential. How much more effort will somebody doing what they want put into training? How much more will they strive for something they want? Don’t limit yourself to where you are now. Focus on what you want to become.”

Li pondered that for a while, feeling better about his decision. She was right, would he really be willing to put in the same effort doing something he felt like he was forced into? Of course not. He was just doing what was best for him in the long run.

“Besides,” Emiko continued, “It’s only your first class. A class can shift immensely when you choose your second one. Mage, Rogue, and Warrior are such wide classes, they can easily shift into just about anything. You just have to put in the right training and learn the right spells. You can easily shift back toward rogue in a year or two. And if you really, really regret your decision, you can get a soul shaper to remove your class. Be careful with that though, they’ll have to remove enough of your soul to return it to an unblemished state, so you’ll lose a lot of levels.”

“That’s an option?”

Li was dumbfounded, he’d never thought going back would be an option. It relieved a lot of the stress he’d built up about if he was making the right decisions. If he could just reset everything, even if he did have to redo a lot of his hard work, there was less reason to worry he was making a mistake.

“Yeah, but its really expensive. From a money, time, and points perspective. You’ll need to have the system stabilize your soul afterwards, so you can expect to pay three to five hundred points for that. Soul shapers themselves are rare, so you’re probably looking at a few thousand coins. Levels will come slower the second time too. Your soul basically builds up scar damage from the operation and until you are well past where you were before, you’ll continue to receive diminished experience. You also probably won’t be able to use your stronger spells. Your body and soul won’t be able to handle the ki or mana required. It really is a last resort type of thing, and most people can’t mess up their first class enough to make it worth it.”

She went back to her notebook before seeming to have an afterthought, “Oh, an unless the soul shaper is really good, you’ll lose your class entirely. So the further along you go, the more of a loss it is. You’ll still have your racial levels, but you’ll be all the way back at Mage, Rogue, or Warrior.”  

Well never mind. That sounded awful. Li fully intended to never, ever need the help of a Soul Shaper. Emiko had said his current class should be pretty flexible. He’d just need to do some research once he got out of the dungeon. Push himself in the direction of an interesting class that would give him the kind of stat boosts and spells he wanted. The strength he was currently getting really was a waste. He hadn’t gotten a class skill or ability yet, but he was assuming a lot of them wouldn’t be as helpful for what he wanted. Then again, class rewards weren’t set in stone. Maybe he could push it in the direction he wanted before he wasted too many level ups.

#

It was almost another hour before Kai woke up. The entire time was spent in a flurry of spell practice and exercise as Li pestered Emiko into helping him ‘train’ his class in the right direction. She’d played at being huffy and annoyed with his requests for help, but her nature had shown through in the end. An opportunity to show off what she knew couldn’t be missed, and this was a great way to do it.

Kai himself looked different. Better in Li’s personal opinion. Freshly shaved, which Emiko had oddly complained about under her breath, and lacking the bags under his eyes that had been growing day by day, week by week. He walked more comfortably too, like he’d spent the entire dungeon wearing ankle and wrist weights and had decided to take them off this morning.

The man smiled, a real, honest smile that put every controlled grin the man had displayed previously to shame. He more friendly, as if this entire time he’d been forcibly holding everyone at a distance only to finally give in. Li didn’t miss the warmth in Norah’s eyes as she saw the way Kai was acting. He also didn’t miss how all that weight and stress had been moved to her.

She was dealing with it well, but she’d also only been carrying that weight a few hours. Hopefully they could finish this dungeon before too long. She didn’t seem right without that friendliness that had pervaded every one of his interactions with her before. Not that she wasn’t friendly now, but since the morning that affection had only seemed skin deep. A thin barrier between the world and the tough nails underneath.

This was going to take some getting used to.
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When they entered the boss room, the first thing Asher felt was disappoint. Me had expected some grand spectacle. A show of danger and the monsters to come! Instead, once you were past the column of spinning flames, which were admittedly quite cool, she found a rather boring island. The ground was made of the same pumice and obsidian that they’d been trekking along for weeks now, though she had to admit the obsidian in here was particular reflective.

Large boulders of the stuff protruded from the ground like spikes weird angles, creating something of a maze through the surroundings. The flames of the fire column swam across the volcanic glass’s surface, sending glimmers of rainbow light flickering across the island. Small areas of darkness could be seen at the bases of the columns, but for the most part light bathed the entire area.

The only spot of particular note was at the very center of the island, where a cave mouth yawned. Asher couldn’t make out anything from inside the cave, but large stalactites and stalagmites made seem more like some massive maw. She could see a haze in the air coming out of the cave mouth, like some kind of furnace vent releasing even more heat into the air.

There was a small bit of beach to their tiny island, and area where the pumice and obsidian had been worn down to something like a rock garden. Nothing so fine as to be sand, but obviously clearer of obstacles than the center of the island.

“Well at least there is plenty of cover,” Xavier spoke up. “I should be able to make some decent bulwarks out of all that stone. Should even the odds a bit against anything out in the lava.”

“Could be just as much of a problem if we have to deal with some kind of swarm,” Balam spoke up, his voice cautious.

Xavier conceded the point with a nod, but continued to look to all the stone with an air of excitement. Obviously, the earth mage was confident he could eke out more benefits than deficits from their surroundings.

 “Well, I wouldn’t worry about that just yet. The first monster is more likely to come out of that cave in the middle of the island. I want everybody in position, most of the people we talked to said the first boss should show up in ten minutes or so. Xavier, if you want to throw up some basic barricades go for it. Don’t get too caught up in the work though. You’ll have plenty of time for that later.”

“Aye, I will see what I can do. We should hurry though, the faster we get there the more time I will have.”

The group had moved quickly but cautiously through the stone after that, heading toward the ominous cave. As they went, Asher began to notice more details to the island. Small holes in the ground occasionally blasted superheated steam into the air. Not as dangerous as what they had seen at the bridge, but easily hot enough to scald and cause serious burns.  Veronika noted them as well, and said she would have her temperature protection spells ready.

Cracks were obvious on the ground, and even ran to some of the columns. Xavier even confirmed they left more than a few of the big obsidian structures unstable, though he was quick to fix any the group approached. He warned that anybody getting to far from him should be careful of pitfalls, rockslides, and collapsing columns. Then he started pointing out signs of imminent failure so the others would know what to look for.

Large fern like plants with massive purple and white flowers that seemed halfway between a lily and upside down bleeding hearts sat in almost any dark spot they passed. Some kind of fungus spread white, mucus covered feelers across the ground in a wide area. Another type of fern with no flowers, but long hanging strands of leaves set up high on pillars and draped their strands over the edge to hang at head height.

All three were predatory according to Andre. The lilly things let out a sickly sweet smelling gas that caused you to pass out if you didn’t get away fast enough. The fungus mucus was highly toxic, and would cause red and black splotching on any exposed skin that touched it. Once it was dry it was safe to touch, and that happened fairly quickly so getting it on clothes was less of a concern. The draping vines would attempt to wrap around your neck and strangle you, dragging you into the air as the vines shortened themselves.

Overall, the island was far more deadly than she had initially given it credit for. Something that both excited her and set her on edge.

Eventually they’d made it to the center, and Xavier had immediately set to work. He formed long spikes of rock pointing toward the cave mount. Dug pits before piling the excess rock on the caveward side, creating cover. He even set up some rocks over the entrance that he could collapse with a thought. He’d just finished that rockfall trap, when they heard a bellow from deep in the cave and the sound of heavy hooves on stone.

What emerged was an absolutely massive Blazehorn Deer. The ones she’d seen before were maybe as tall as her belly button, with match stick size flames protruding from their hooves. This thing was closer in size to a moose. Massive, roiling balls of flame hung from each point on its antlers and each step left a black char mark on the ground as flames aggressively flew from its hooves. It maintained the deep red coloration, though now had accents of orange and white. Veins of living flame seemed to cover its body, giving a light glow.

“Alright everyone, as expected the first thing we’re fighting is a Greater Blazehorn Deer. Andre, I want you keeping it distracted. Balam, try to cripple those legs. Xavier, any time it tries to get into a full speed charge I want rock spikes blocking its path. Veronika and Asher, hit it with everything you’ve got. It doesn’t have the best defense, but it’s fast so try to take advantage of any moment we have it pinned down.”

#

The fight had gone quickly in the end. Andre was easily able to keep the things attention on him, extending and strengthening to choking vines to drag it around. They weren’t strong enough to entirely stop the beast, but they were able to make Andre annoying enough that it couldn’t ignore him.

On the handful of occasions when the big bull man needed a break, Balam would tag in. He wasn’t able to take the same kinds of hits Andre could, but he was far faster than the massive deer. Turning into a full jaguar, he had constantly harried the things flank and legs, leaping out of the way before the boss could launch any sort of reprisal.

The small injuries Balam and Xavier had aimed at its legs while Andre entangled it had built up, though the thing had slowly exhausted itself trying to prevent the damage. Eventually it was simply too tired and too hobbled to make the kind of massive charges it had started out the fight with.

They’d still had to be careful of the spells though. Fire launched into the air before it rained down on an area like thousands of little orbs of death. A condensed beam of fire that could melt through the obsidian. Fire breath that seemed to flood around the stone barriers and obstacles like some kind of burning river rapids.

But Blazehorn Deer weren’t built for endurance spell casting. Most of their power was in their bodies, with spells meant to augment the danger of their sharp antlers and ferocious charges. Swiftly its mana, too, had been exhausted.

After that it had been shooting fish in a barrel. Andre used his plants to keep it from moving more than a few inches in any direction while Veronika and Asher unloaded spell after spell into it. The beast had been hardier than she expected, though she supposed it was a large boss monster.

Eventually it had given in, though it had gifted them one last surprise before it died. All the veins of flame had seemed to run dry and color had rapidly disappeared from its pelt as its antlers began to gleam with greater and greater heat. The thing had bellowed in rage and pain, but never stopped as the antlers began to crack.

It was only then that Asher realized she and Veronika had gotten too far away from the defensive trenches Xavier had prepared. They’d known the Greater Blazehorn Deer could do this, but in the heat of battle it hadn’t entered their minds. The team had had to go with plan B.

“How you doing over there Sahar,” Asher asked, in the quietest voice she could manage.

All she got back in response was a groan and the woman shifting as she massaged her temples. Sahar had used her “Guardian Stars” spell, the single most powerful barrier she knew, to contain the antler’s explosion. Which apparently left her with quite the headache and pretty low on mana. She wouldn’t be able to do any more serious spell casting for about another day, though she could manage less demanding healing spells in the meantime.

“Thanks for the save,” Asher continued softly. “We’re getting your tent and sleeping bag set up, so you’ll be able to get more comfortable soon.”

Currently their poor, miserable healer was curled up under one of the pillars. She’d cast a weaker barrier that was meant to promote a relaxing atmosphere inside and help dampen sound a light, had take some kind of willow-based potion that Asher assumed was this worlds version of aspirin, and collapsed in the closest shade she could find after the battle.

Asher backed away after she finished speak. Sahar seemed to be doing better already, though Asher didn’t want to push the other woman. Andre had assured Asher that some quiet, the willow potion, and a quick nap would have Sahar mostly back to herself in half an hour or so. Asher still felt bad for the entire thing though. If she’d been more aware, the entire thing could have been avoided.

Or if I had thought to use Thunderstep. Though that would have still left Veronika there.

In the end, the only thing she could say was that she needed more practice. She’d realized she had done something stupid, then made it worse by panicking. The only solution, as far as she could tell, was more experience. Xavier had agreed with her.

When Andre found her a short while later, she had been brainstorming ways to get that experience. Practice she could do to make sure she responded correctly the next time. The big man had been supportive of her ideas, but had cautioned her against going overboard.

“Don’t go beating yourself up too bad, yeah? Sure, this sucks for Sahar right now, but it will be over pretty soon. And she’d rather pay this price a thousand times over than see you and Veronika get blown up. You’ll just have to do better with the next one.”

“Yeah, I just hope we don’t end up needing that spell for the next fight.”

The plant mage had winced at that, “Yeah, that would pretty rough on her. She tries to give it a few days before casting it again. Otherwise, the aftereffects start to accumulate. Still, if the next thing is what we expect, it won’t have any spells that are nearly as destructive. We should be fine.”

No, the next monster would provide its own set of challenges. They expected they would need to fight one of the big lava eels they’d seen earlier in the dungeon. The things were supposedly field bosses in various areas of the dungeon, though those were mostly adolescents. Same as what they had seen in the falls. The adults were supposed to be identifiable by the red stripes along either side and the fact they tended to drool magma. They would drink the molten rock and keep it in a secondary stomach, ready to be spit out in streams or globules at anything that offended them.

The problem for them, was that they had no easy way to take down something that hid in the lava and refused to emerge. If they couldn’t take it down quickly, they wouldn’t have time to recover for the third boss. The worst case scenario was that they would even end up needing to fight two bosses at once, if the thing just decided to submerge and not come out.

“Did we get anything useful from the first boss?” She asked hopefully.

“Useful sure. An asset in killing a hundred-foot-long lava dwelling eel? No.”

He laughed at the sour look on her face. Clearly the man wasn’t worried much. That lifted her spirits. If he wasn’t worried about it, why should she be? He was the experienced one. Besides, it’s not like worry would change anything at this point. They had a plan, and she just had to shoot a whole lot of lightning. As long as the boss wasn’t a coward, they should be fine.

“What did we get then?”

“Well, the main prize was three Blaze Charms. They’re little tokens carved from Blazehorn antler that are enchanted to empower flame spells. They’ll also produce a barrier against heat and fire if you feed mana into them. I was thinking I could punch a hole in your staff and string a strip of leather through it, then you could hang one of these charms and any other charms you happen to come across from it.”

“You sure I’m the best person for one of those? Wouldn’t they be more useful for you and Xavier? Maybe Balam, though I know he doesn’t have that much mana to spare.”

“We’re sure. Xavier got one of them too, and I’ve got something else I’ve been working on for extra fire protection. As for the third…for now Veronika is taking it. She has the most mana of any of us, so she’d be able to keep up a barrier the longest. We might end up selling it in the long run though. Xavier thinks there’s a chance the things will slightly enhance your lightning magic, but mostly we just want to give you a second real defensive option.”

“Well, I’m not going to argue against free stuff. What else did we pick up?”

“Besides that, its mostly crafting materials. I have a plan for some of it, and so does Andre, but the rest we’ll end up selling. I’d tell you what, specifically, we got, but we both know you don’t care. You can expect your share to be somewhere in the ten to twenty gold range.”

“Damn, bosses really do give some good loot huh?”

“Oh definitely. This dungeon would be incredibly popular if it wasn’t so annoying.

After they finished talking, Asher had handed over her staff. She didn’t expect to need it for the rest of the day, as overall the boss room was considered the next best thing to a safe room if no boss was actually present. The plants didn’t move, and their camp site had already been stabilized. There was nothing to worry about.

#

When she’d gotten the staff back in the morning, she realized she’d been tricked. Andre had wanted to do more than just punch a small hole in it. Carved into the side of the wood were rough images of every member of Green Dawn.

She could see Balam stalking around in his half leopard form, Veronika creating a large icicle, and Xavier raising one of his statues. Andre himself was charging forward in his vine armor, whip raised. Next was herself, lightning jumping between her hands, while lastly Sahar looked over all of them with a pleasant smile.

He’d also carved a number of glyphs in the wood, which he’d explained were protective sigils from each of their cultures. Nothing actually magical, but he had thought her staff needed a little more character. Asher was pretty much positive this was the best present she had ever gotten.

Andre hadn’t been the only one working of course. As he had promised, Xavier had been putting his famed architectural skills to work. He wasn’t content to build them something as simple and droll as a bunker on the beach for their coming fight, no he had had to build an honest to god miniature castle.

High walls an enclosed parapet and murder holes to shoot spells from faced the lava in challenge. Each was easily fifteen feet tall, and built with stability in mind. They were far thicker than any wall she had seen before. The entire thing was only marginally less impressive when she realized the wall only went around about two thirds of the fortress, set up to prevent attacks from the lava but not from inland.

In the center of the walls, a single tower rose. The overall shape was reminiscent of a lighthouse, with a large, covered platform sitting on the top. It was relatively small, only twenty-five feet across. The space inside was even more cramped, considering each wall was almost five feet of solid stone. The inside was a simple ladder taking someone to the very top, meaning most of the building was just a hollow cylinder. That was fine though, because when she got to the top she realized just how much though the earth mage had put into the building.

The height was carefully calculated to be as low as possible, while still giving an unobstructed view of the surrounding lake front. Just high enough that none of the surrounding pillars could block their view. The height meant the tower should be plenty stable, keeping them from needing to worry about a collapse, while never letting the eel escape her and Veronika’s sight. As long as they were up here, it would have nowhere above the surface to hide.

In the final hour before the next boss was anticipated to arrive, Veronika had made her own contribution to the defense. She layered the walls in a thick coat of ice, in an effort to reinforce the defenses and protect them from the high heat they would likely be exposed to.

At the same time, Asher had prepared a number of spears for Balam by infusing them with her Electropulse Enchantment. Balam, unfortunately, was likely to be the least helpful in this particular boss fight. None of his spells granted him real ranged options, and he was forced to rely on a bow and thrown spears. The draw weight on his bow was immense, and he could throw the spears with incredibly accuracy and power, but it was still a much more limited form of attack than the rest of them could contribute.

She had assumed Andre would be in much the same boat, but the plant mage was clearly planning something. While the rest of them had been distracted, he’d been throwing something Asher hadn’t been able to make out into the surrounding lava. She wasn’t entirely sure what he had in mind, but looked forward to seeing whatever it was in action.

#

“What was that you used against the eel Andre?”

Balam’s voice was surprisingly animated given his usual reclusive nature, but Asher couldn’t blame him. They had been right about the next boss being and Adult Lava Eel, and the thing had been smart enough to begin spending much of its time under the surface of the lava after the first few minutes. It would emerge just long enough to send a pot shot or two in their direction before diving back down, giving Asher and Veronika little time to mount a counter attack.

There had been more than a little bit of worry that the beast would manage to drag out this fight far longer than they were comfortable with. The things defenses were pretty impressive, and the two women had been having a difficult time leaving more than a scratch on its tough hide. It was obvious they were in for the long haul unless something changed.

Andre had provided that paradigm shift.

“It was something I found while doing a bit of exploration around the dungeon. One of the plants that I’m pretty sure serves as food for the weaker lava dwelling monsters. The system called it a Sepatu Lily, though it also gave the name Flamedrinker Lily.”

As Veronika and Xavier had been debating methods to try to pen the boss and force it to the surface, Andre had called out for everyone to get ready. He’d said he had a plan, and everyone should get their strongest spells ready because he wasn’t sure how long he could give them. As far as she could tell, none of them knew what was going on besides possibly Sahar. It was hard to get a read on what she did and didn’t know, and she had a better poker face than anyone Asher had ever met.

Even her mask had cracked with a bit of surprise when a forest of red and black leafy tentacles had erupted from the lake of lava. They hadn’t been able to drag the eel up in its entirety, but Xavier had forced the things head above the surface. That was a plenty large enough target for the rest of them, and they’d struck their first real blow against the boss.

The thing had quickly ripped free of course, biting through some kind of large floating flower that had been almost impossible to make out in the glare and shifting light of the lava. The affects were obvious, though, as the surrounding roots went limp. Andre could still control those individual, severed roots, but he’d told her in the past it became far more complicated since his magic began treating each one like a separate individual rather that multiple parts of a whole. He had some plan to make that no longer an issue when he finally upgraded the spell into an Advanced variant, but for now it was more mana efficient to simply switch to a new plant.

This had caused the entire fight to devolve into something a chess match between Andre and the big eel. Him working to spin together webs, block off escape routes, and reinforce the plants enough to force the boss to the surface. It doing its best to destroy any flower before Andre completed his work.

A few times he had dragged the beast close enough to the shore for Xavier and Veronika to reinforce his hold, and those had proven decisive moments in the fight. Each time the thing had been trapped for long minutes as they rained blow after blow and spell after spell down on it. It would inevitably escape, but in far worse condition than it had been before.

As for the beast’s own attacks, they had proved fairly nonthreatening. Almost all the weaker attacks it could bring to bear were easily blocked by Xavier and Veronika, with the rest being stopped by Sahar’s barriers. The stronger attacks were too much for those three, but that was ok. It was obvious when the boss was preparing such an attack, and they would retreat behind the walls Xavier had built. Nothing the monster tried had proven capable of penetrating those solid protections.

At least not until it got truly desperate.

Missing teeth, snout torn to shreds, and only avoiding death by blood loss thanks to the lava searing the wounds shut, the beast had made one final attempt to break them. It was something they hadn’t been warned of, but that made sense. Few teams had a mage well versed enough in architecture and with the right spells to build a castle in a single day. Realizing there was no chance of its lava destroying their walls and killing them, the beast had decided to use something far more destructive.

Its own body.

The thing had disappeared deep under the lava, deeper than it had gone before. With its final, frenetic energy, it actually managed to escape Andre’s searching net of roots. From there, it had built up speed until it was swimming as quickly as possible. Then, it had aimed itself at their little beach defense and leapt from the lava. Beaching itself in a thundering, crashing collision.

Thankfully, Balam and Andre had combined their senses and figured out what was happening before it got a chance to launch from the lava. They had quickly evacuated, burning mana to rapidly vacate the fortress. When the thing had smashed through the walls and collapsed the tower, killing itself in the process, there had been nobody inside.

“…they have incredibly long root systems too, so they work really well with my magic. As far as I can tell, they act kind of like jellyfish and just float around scooping up whatever nutrients happen to come in contact with their roots.”

As Balam and Andre continued to excitedly talk about the plant mages newest toy, Asher asked Xavier a question of her own.

“Did the boss drop anything good?”

“Eh, mostly more eel leather,” their resident pessimist responded. “We also got the things stomach, which could be purposed into some kind of highly heat resistance container or even enchanted to act as a perpetual source of lava. Nothing anybody in Green Dawn can really do with it though, so its another thing for the sell pile. We did also get five scrolls of ‘Magmatic Barrier’, which might come in useful in the later boss fights. Otherwise, again, they’ll be worth a decent amount when we sell them.”

#

Asher was nervous about the next boss fight. Mostly because she wasn’t going to be very useful. The next round of combat was usually against something called a Magmatic Slug. The creatures were a type of elemental, or maybe a golem. Either way they were magically animated lava in roughly the shape of a slug two or so feet long.

One on its own wouldn’t have been much of a challenge, but the boss was a swarm of the creatures. Hundreds upon hundreds of blobs of living lava that would emerge from the lake in a massive tide, slowly advancing until they covered every inch of the island. According to one adventurer team who had decided to simply escape the creatures with flight spells and slowly work their way through the horde, there were enough to cover the island three or four deep.

As long as you were on the ground there would be nowhere to hide.

Due to their nature, they were basically immune to Asher’s spells. No nervous system to fry. No heart to stop. No water to vaporize or flesh to burn. Which meant she was basically helpless since she certainly didn’t know how to fly. Worse than being useless, she was a burden that needed to be protected through this next round.

That was fine though, it was what teams were for. Where one member fell behind, another could pick up the slack. And in this case that other person would be Veronika. Her ice magic usually had difficulty in the dungeon, but it was the perfect weapon for this challenge. Even if the heat would melt her ice, all the warmth had to come from somewhere. And such small bits of lava were a non-issue for her freeze solid.

Veronika would be using a number of large, area of effect spells to rapidly wipe out chunks of the swarm and establish a beachhead against the incoming swarm. She would then proceed to wipe out vast swathes of the things while the others played defense. Asher herself was on mana potion duty, as the ice mage would be expending vast amount of mana. It was her job to make sure the woman never ran out. They fully expected to use about a quarter of their supply of mana potions in this one fight.

That was fine though, they had made their purchases with this in mind. They should still have plenty of supplies to see them through the rest of the bosses. Resources existed to be spent when needed. Hopefully none of the other fights would come down to the contributions of a single member of the team.

#

Asher couldn’t think of anything but the pain of her lightly burned skin, pink and tender like she’d spent too long in the sun, and exhaustion after the fight was finally over. They’d been wrong about what they were fighting. It hadn’t been a swarm of small lava elementals. It had been a single giant one, shaped roughly like one of the Certilia Matriarchs but maybe forty percent bigger.

She looked down at the trail of destruction the battle had carved from the coastline. Shattered pillars, rivulets of cooled slag, and more than a dozen craters. The Magma Scale Certilia hadn’t necessarily been stronger than the swarm, but they’d been less prepared for it. It was supposed to be a really rare opponent for this stage. Thankfully, they’d at least put a little thought into what to do if this had happened.

Through the initial controlled panic of seeing the massive creature break the waves of lave, Sahar had taken command with no issues. She, Andre, and Sahar had taken the lead in distracting the creature. Slowing it down and providing a target while the Xavier and Veronika did the real work. Balam had been assigned as a go between, keeping the two groups in communication.

While Andre and Sahar built barriers of roots and glowing, golden light, Asher had stayed at the edge of her range. She’d blasted the creature with Lightning Bolt after Lightning Bolt. Enchanted the ground with her Electropulse spell to knock it back and confuse it as it slowly advanced. She’d even briefly used the Blaze Charm to create a barrier of her own and give Sahar a much-needed break.

While the three of them were doing that, Xavier and Veronika had been rapidly repairing and rebuilding their fortress from the previous fight. The worst of the damage, the toppled tower, had been repaired in the hours after the fight. Anticipating the swarm of enemies that was to come, however, they hadn’t bothered to patch the holes in the wall or finish the missing side. Instead, the two of them had set various traps throughout the island to help slow and destroy the magmatic slugs.

Recognizing they needed a defensible location with the change in opponents, they had used the time Asher, Andre, and Sahar bought to rapidly finish the repairs. It had been costing them more in mana than they would have liked, but that was alright. With the new enemy, not all the mana potions would end up going to Veronika.

“Nice job on the fortress you two. You put that together really fast, all things considered,” She complimented the two of them as she reviewed the fight in her head.

The team was eating dinner, bathing in the glow of a hard-fought victory. She wasn’t the only one who looked like she fallen asleep in a tanning bed, and everyone was moving slowly and tenderly. Sahar had cast a healing spell on all of them, but she didn’t want to overburden their body with too much healing in too little time. If they needed a lot of healing tomorrow and the day after, even the smaller stuff now would build up. Instead, she had cast a spell that would slowly repair the damage over the next eight hours or so, keeping even minimal strain from building up.

“Aye, not my best work, but it was serviceable. You deserve some compliments yourself. Finding a new way to apply your lightning magic again an opponent usually considered immune to it.”

Asher smiled, she was rather proud of her performance. Xavier had had a surprise of his own though, and she was quick to repeat the congratulations. The two of them had managed to be far more useful than either had been hoping.

They’d decided to carry on with the main part of the plan once the defenses were in place. Veronika had worked to freeze large chunks of the creature, doing her best to slowly solidify the boss. Unfortunately, the greater mass meant her ice magic was far less effective than they had hoped. Even worse, the internal heat would slowly remelt the parts Veronika had already solidified.

Seeing that, Xavier had unveiled a new technique. Apparently he had been adapting a few of Veronika’s freezing spells to work with earth magic, allowing him to join her in freezing the creature. He hadn’t been confident of his ability to use the new spell on multiple targets, but against one he had been ready to try.

Unfortunately, even working together the two had only been barely out pacing the creature’s recovery. That was when Asher had had her own little epiphany. She had thought back to when she caused a stone to explode by hitting it with lightning, vaporizing water that had been trapped inside. With that as inspiration, she had begun overcharging lightning and blasting each freshly frozen part of the elemental.

The result had been large chunks of the beast exploding off of it, not only denying it the chance to reassimilate those parts but also staggering the thing. Knocking it off its feet and throwing it to the side as the concussive force did far more than the lightning itself.

“We can’t forget about Andre either!” She spoke up happily, clapping the big man on the back.

Andre had been vital in his own way. More than once the monster had tried to make for the edge of the island, assumedly looking to replace its lost mass. Andre had been able to pin it down, to at least some degree. Enough that it couldn’t get anywhere while being frozen and having chunks blown off at least.

In the end, it had been a slow, slow process. They’d managed to destroy it though, eventually removing enough mass that a glowing orange orb was revealed. Balam had struck the final blow, snatching the core from the remaining magma and crushing it.

They hadn’t looted the thing yet, but Asher was looking forward to something good after all the stress the dungeon had just put them through.

Hope it drops something I can actually use.

            

    
        Chapter 37: Still Heart

    
    
    
    
                Local Resource identified during transport North. Requesting additional funds to procure.


Over the following days, there was a drastic shift in The Forest of the Final Sleep’s monster population. Fewer and fewer ghouls stood in their way, while more and more of the strange bone abominations emerged to confront them. The snow, once dangerous merely for the supernatural cold that permeated it, now became an ideal hiding place for the Skeletal Chimeras (as the system had identified them in Elijah’s kill notifications).

Perhaps as concerning as the increase in danger, their route became more and more tangled. What once were fairly straight paths through the deadly snow, with only the occasional intersection, slowly became a twist, knotted maze of paths. At first, this could be ignored. Niels was a powerful advantage, being one of the few types of mages capable of flight at such a comparatively low stage of advancement and was more than capable of guiding them down the right paths.

As they worked their way deeper however, the dungeon presented new defenses that stymied even their leaders capable eyes.

A steady wind began to make itself known, constantly blowing the heat sapping powder in mesmerizing patterns. In the air, the snow exhibited less of the terrible, deadly siphoning than they experienced in the drifts and fields. Despite that, it was still enough to have been a constant threat without Theo’s potions. More importantly, even Niels’ sight couldn’t pierce through the flying snow, forcing them to rely on scouting from the ground.

A turn of events that Niels had been far from pleased with.

From that point on, Seba had been run ragged. The man barely got a chance to sleep, constantly on the move as he explored path after path. Without his assistance, Hidden Opportunities would have wasted hours or days backtracking and looping through the seemingly endless maze. Unfortunately, even the Fidivir’s impressive skills couldn’t guide the party properly at every turn.

Eventually, Niels called them together to discuss the situation. Clearly unhappy, he began to speak.

“We need more scouts. Seba has been doing what he can, but there are simply too many routes and he can’t be everywhere at once. We simply don’t have the supplies on hand to spend months making our way through this maze. Points are becoming more valuable every day with the rate of growth some of you are showing. Having to use them to buy food and basic necessities would be a near criminal waste. On top of that, even if we were willing to eat that loss, our client expects us back within a certain time frame. If we keep advancing at the current pace, I don’t think we’re going to meet that expectation.”

Seba and Theo gave a look of surprise at that, before rapidly speaking back and forth. It was hard for Elijah to make out the details, but the two seemed to be rapidly calculating how much time they had left and how fast they were moving. As they continued to speak, Theo made repeated, harsh statements that left the scout frowning. Clearly, Theo was of the same opinion and was convincing enough to worry Seba.

“I thought we had plenty of time?” He spoke up, trying to get a better idea of the situation.

“I thought we did to. The problem isn’t so much the speed we are currently moving, as the amount we’ve slowed down. The outer parts of the forest were fairly fast, as you know, and we felt comfortable drastically slowing our speed to help prepare you for the rest of the dungeon.”

Elijah frowned at that. He didn’t want to admit it, but it was true. He had slowed them down. Wasting time while he worked to quickly rise to a point where he could actually help the team. He could only hope that in the long run he’d save them more time than he cost as one more capable set of hands. Elijah saw the flash of recognition in Niel’s eyes at his slight look of guilt, but the other man continued speaking without pause.

“We expected to be slowed down in winter, but we did not expect it to be this much. More importantly, there are still two major obstacles in the way between ourselves and the boss. The Heart of Winter and its Guardian. What information we could find said that accessing the Heart of Winter requires us to make it past the Guardian, something described as ‘time consuming’. As in the work of weeks or months rather than hours.”

“Ah, so the fear is that if winter has slowed us down this much, this guardian might slow us down enough to fail the job?”

“Yes. Every hour we save now is another hour we have to deal with the guardian.”

“Alright, I see your point Niels,” Theo spoke up. The other man was clearly unnerved as he continued, “Do you have something in mind?”

Their leader grimaced at the question. He seemed to hesitate briefly before Elijah saw a slight hardening in the eyes and a distinct setting of the jaw. Briefly, he remembered the other man’s rather mercenary attitude when Seba had gone missing. Clearly, once more, the man had decided to do something that set the good of the group above the good of one of their individuals.

“I believe I do.” He looked Elijah in eye, and something in his gaze gave Elijah pause, “We can send Elijah out as a secondary scout…”

“Absolutely not!” Seba’s interjection was loud and immediate, “He has no training as a scout, on top of being the least trained and lowest level of any of us. In what possible world is that a good idea!”

Theo put a hand on the scout’s shoulder, interrupting his opposition. “Calm down Seba. Niels wouldn’t propose this without reason. Let’s at least hear him out before we say no.”

Clearly unhappy, Seba none the less accepted the alchemist’s advice. He sighed, rubbed his temples, and motioned for Niels to continue. Their leader had been silent throughout the exchange, though he had been sporting a slight frown since the interruption. Seeing Seba was ready to listen, however, he continued.

“As you said, Elijah is not currently trained as a scout. That is hardly a major issue though. We have yet to see a single artificial trap in this dungeon, instead it seems populated with monster ambushes and widespread environmental dangers. Things to be wary of for sure, but not something that specific scout training would be particularly helpful with. There are no switches to disarm, magical sigils to break, or locks to pick. We are not tracking some creature, and all the routes are clearly visible.

“While you are correct that Elijah’s level is lower than any of the rest of ours, his skill set is well suited to enduring danger. He is, after all, a tank. And one that proved himself quite effective before we ever met him. I would place his chances of survival alone in this dungeon third in our group, following only myself and you Seba.

“The only other reasonable option we have for a scout is myself, and while I do plan to do some amount of the scouting in the end it is most important for me to be able to remain mobile and centrally located between all our members. My job, first and foremost, is to act as backup when any of us are in danger. That will conflict with any attempt to follow a single path from beginning to end. I will, by necessity, be forced to a more limited range than is truly useful for a scout.”

Elijah agreed with every point Niels made. They needed to move faster, and he was most suited to the job. It was only sensible. Seba, apparently, didn’t see it that way. While Elijah and Niels, the two this decision was most relevant to, remained silent, the scout and alchemist argued about it for long minutes. Rory, unwilling to be left out, occasionally threw in a comment or two, but for the most part added nothing of particular value to the conversation.

Eventually, their argument began to become repetitive. Seba continued to argue that Elijah simply lacked the necessary training and or movement skills to make it an effective strategy while Theo would respond that neither of those were relevant. Another person, regardless of how fast they were, following trails to avoid dead ends would still mean less ground for Seba himself to cover and increase their speed. While Elijah couldn’t be expected to report back regularly, Niels could fly out to him using various magical tracking methods Theo could devise. Once there, he could get Elijah’s report or pick him up as needed.

Eventually, Elijah decided to end the argument.

“Enough Seba. Thank you for trying to protect me, but I’m doing it. It’s something that needs to be done, and I’m the best man we have for the job. Besides, as long as Theo is able to put together a distress flare and one of those tracking beacons, how much danger will I really be in. With how fast I can move, I doubt I’ll ever be more than ten or so minutes from Niels at his maximum flying speed. If that.”

Turning to Niels, Elijah inclined his head slightly, “And thank you for agreeing to provide those defensive measures. I know that they won’t be cheap.”

Niels nodded back, “Theo has the materials stocked away, and we were not planning to use them for anything else. All they will cost is gold to replace, rather than points. I would be a pretty poor leader if I did not agree to even that much.”

“It is still appreciated,” Elijah replied. “Now, rather than continuing to argue I believe our time would be far better spent deciding how we can best prepare me for the work ahead.”

After Elijah put his foot down, Seba grudgingly accepted that Niel’s plan was happening. Over the next few hours, he packed as much knowledge as he could into Elijah’s head hoping to give him whatever edge he could manage. Tenets of dungeon scouting he had learned over the years, specific give aways he had noticed that a trail would dead end in this dungeon, even a rough map he had been creating of their surroundings.

#

The following morning, Elijah found himself once more preparing to venture out alone in the magical forest that was all he had seen of this supposed new world. Rubbing at his chest, he felt the cold pull drawing him toward the center of the dungeon. It had been such a constant companion that most of the time he forgot about it entirely. Hopefully soon I’ll be seeing more than just this cursed place.

Breathing out slowly, watching his breathe cloud in front of his face, he pulled the cords on his jacket and tightened the hood around his head. Among the various emergency supplies he had been provided with, Theo had sewn a few runes into the inner lining of his jacket. While they wouldn’t produce any heat, and therefore cost far less mana, time, and resources to maintain, they would better trap his body heat within his clothes. Somehow the mage had even managed to rig some sort of simple barrier across his face, using the edge of the hood to anchor a ward of some kind.

Similar runes were present in his gloves, pants, and shoes. Where before the cold hadn’t bothered him enough to really complain, now he was downright comfortable. He had even caught himself unzipping the coat on occasion to let a little of the heat out.

The team really had held nothing back to make this job as safe and comfortable as possible. He couldn’t, he wouldn’t, let them down. Exhaling once again, he activated his armor’s enchantment and was soon coated head to food in full plate mail of blood and bone. With the coat underneath providing unnatural bulk, he felt he didn’t look too out of place with the various skeletal monsters that filled this part of the dungeon.

Shaking his head to clear away the thought, Elijah began to jog out along one of the paths leading away from their camp.

#

Over the following days, Elijah learned several surprising, and not so surprising, things. The first was that scouting like this was awful, unrewarding work that left him feeling like a massive amount of his time was going to waste. That wasn’t strictly true, but you could only spend so long wandering paths and hitting dead ends or learning that your route was less direct than some other path that had been found only to be flown back to some other intersection to begin again before negative thoughts began to seep in.

On top of that, it left him no time to do anything else. He only moved a little faster than Theo and Rory did, even with his greater focus on physical skills. He was simply too far behind them in overall levels. Even with an eight-hour head start, he needed to be constantly on the move if he hoped to collect any kind of meaningful information. Where before, much of his time was spent training and learning now he found he could spare maybe half an hour at most on self-improvement and maybe another half an hour on meditation. It hurt to feel his improvement curb itself so quickly, but it was necessary.

Thankfully what time he did have for training Seba was more than happy to assist with. It couldn’t compare to days on end of personalized teaching from a D rank mage, but his progress was still far greater than he could have achieved on his own. Even when they were both out scouting, Seba would leave him with exercises or training methods to practice until they had a chance to meet up at the camp again.

Theo was also available on occasion, though much of his time was spent preparing potions to deal with this mysterious Guardian of The Heart of Winter. Mostly warmth potions, sensory enhancement potions, and firebombs as far Elijah could tell, though there were various other types mixed in. With his other commitments, most of Theo’s help came in the form of various books and research papers on blood magic, along with a few treatises on magical principles and how they could mesh with various fighting styles. For a man who claimed to have no formal education, Theo had a truly astounding number of research materials.

As for Niels…The man was never in camp at the same time as Theo. The two only really interacted when Elijah was being transported back to the rest of the team or was giving a report. The man was constantly on the move, flying out to meet up with Seba, doing close range scouting to ensure the safety of Rory and Theo, even taking over long-range scouting when both Elijah and Seba were back in camp.

In short, once again the vast majority of Elijah’s interactions with other living, or at least mobile, creatures were the monsters of the dungeon. And even those interactions had been surprisingly few and far between.

Elijah had actually come up with a theory on that. He had noticed that while he was moving with his coat open due to overheating, he had been running into more of the Skeletal Chimeras. Or at least that is what it felt like. Eventually, he had decided to experiment a little.

The first test was simple. He’d run with his coat fully closed for three three hour shifts and average the number of encounters he had with monsters. Another set of three three hour shifts had been spent running with the coat open. Neither was very comfortable, but he needed plenty of time to collect good results. Results that were very clear, as he averaged almost four times as many encounters with monsters while running with his coat open.

At this point, it was pretty clear these monsters primarily relied on some kind of heat sense to identify prey. That clearly wasn’t the only way they did so, as he was still dealing with the abominations jumping out at him even when fully insulated, and they had no problem finding him once they had left snow. Based on some of the configurations he had run into, including a number that had not had conventional skull, they clearly weren’t using sight.

In the end, he had decided that was plenty of information for the time being. Seba’s training had been clear, his job was to gather information not wipe out every potential danger on the path. Now he had one more way to accomplish that as quickly and safely as possible. On top of that, Elijah decided he would take hours of being hot over potential deadly combat about every half hour.

#

“What actually is the Guardian of the Heart of Winter?”

It was one of the few times when Seba and Elijah found themselves back in camp at the same time, and Elijah decided to take advantage of the situation. When Seba, Theo, and Rory had gathered for lunch, he took the opportunity to begin asking questions.

“I was originally guessing it was some kind of miniboss like the cat or bears.” He continued, “But the way Niels said ‘get past’ rather than beat and the fact he said it would take so long…A bigger, stronger monster doesn’t make sense. Not unless there is something really strange about it.”

“I can think of a few examples of creature Guardians that can take that long to kill,” Theo said. “Usually highly defensive creatures like slimes, turtles, or crustaceans. Tunnel to Hell has an entrance protected by a massive Spider. It’s a Magma Mage trapdoor spider as tall as an ogre that will initially pop open a comparatively thin earth and webbing covering over the dungeon entrance in an ambush. If you actually manage to beat it, it will retreat back into the dungeon and block the entrance with the flattened butt end of its abdomen. My understanding is that the enchanted obsidian making up the creature’s carapace is resistant to most forms of magic and most teams must spend days or weeks slowly digging their way through the body of the beast to enter the dungeon proper. You’re right, however, it is uncommon.”

Elijah shuddered at the thought of something like that. Bad enough it was a giant spider, but he could hardly imagine how dangerous magic over something like Magma could be. Add to that the disgusting idea of having to vivisect the thing after you finally beat it…it just wasn’t worth it.

“Alright, but I’m betting this Guardian isn’t one of those.”

Theo put down his food slowly, taking his time before responding. “You would be correct.”

Seba barely gave himself time to finish chewing before jumping in himself, “It is a massive elemental, sort of. Just not that kind.”

“Let me explain this,” Theo sighed. “You’re liable to only confuse him more.”

Carefully wiping his hand, the alchemist composed himself before beginning to speak again.

“Simply put, the Guardian of The Heart of Winter is something like an elemental and a hivemind in one. Both types of creatures that are difficult and time consuming to kill. Additionally, the magical construct resides within, and is empowered by, a massive storm of ice wild magic. As for its actual form, the central mind of the monster is an intangible spectre of wind and ice shaped like a flower. That central mind is harmless however, and destroying it will simply result in a new construct constituting itself at a safe distance.

“The greater danger is the horde of lesser beasts it has hijacked control of. Frost wraiths, small fish with large jaws that swim through the snow. Hordes of them tear through Guardian’s territory, like salmon runs constantly breaching from the surface of the snow and attempting to consume anything they come across. Skeletal abominations that wander close enough for it to snag control of. The occasional ice golem formed around frozen bodies of those who died within the storm.

“And all of that is without taking into account perhaps the most dangerous aspect, the storm itself. The wind is biting and drains warmth every bit as bad as the snow around here, but the flying ice and snow also limits your vision. The report we found noted that it can be difficult to see your hand in front of your face in the worst spots, and vision is limited to maybe a foot in the best areas. Occasionally sickles and spears of ice will be found carried on the wind as well, threatening to cut you down. Naturally occurring enchantments are carved into the frozen ground by the wind, causing those within to lose track of time and direction making it easy to become hopelessly lost.

“It is not a creature meant to be killed, especially not by people of our level. The last report estimates that it would take a low B rank adventuring team with suitable powers as long as a month to manage to kill it.”

Theo gave Elijah time to let what they were facing sink in, and Elijah appreciated it. It was daunting, to say the least. Knowing they were facing something like that. Soon though, he was voicing the only question that mattered.

“So how are we supposed to get through it?”

Seba grinned, “That is where I come in. Well, me and Theo’s potions.”

Theo nodded along, “I have a recipe for a potion called Environmental Shell. It is supposed to negate weather conditions in an area, up to a degree. That should expand our vision out to ten feet or so, and combined with the warmth enchantments keep us alive in the storm. We’ll still need to be on guard, and we’re going to be going through my potions incredibly quickly, but it will put us in a much better position. I’ll also being stuffing Seba full of sensory enhancement potions.”

“Yep, the paths we’ve been following should continue into the Guardian’s territory.” Seba picked up the explanation, “They’ll just be much harder to identify. If we can manage to stay on them though, we should be able to avoid the worst of the dangers. The paths don’t split and deadend like out here, they lead you around the worst of the traps, and something about them repel the majority of the monsters. With Theo’s enhancement potions, I should be able to manage without too much danger. It will just be slow going, and we won’t be able to avoid everything.”

“Well, that’s a much better prospect than you originally made it sound like.” Elijah’s tone lightened as he realized just how prepared his allies were. “How will we know when we’ve reached the Guardian’s territory?”

“Oh, that’ll be real easy,” Seba grinned. “We should be able to see it from several miles away, a giant dome three times as tall as the surrounding trees. The moment you pass inside, you’re in the Guardian’s territory.”

Seba’s words proved prophetic, as barely halfway through the next day Elijah saw the first signs of the great dome.

#

This is bad. Real Bad. At one point Elijah, had believed himself to be rather eloquent. He liked to read. He wrote on occasion. He’d thought, if he ever found himself in a bad situation, he would be able to come up with a better description than just “bad”. Years of work in emergency situations and months of desperate fighting in a cursed forest had dissuaded him from that thought.

Sometimes the best word was something simple.

People talked about terrible or awful. Maybe even desperate. But none, at least in his experience had that same immediate gut sink reaction of hearing that something was “Bad”. Bad with the big “B”. An implied capitalization that you could always just hear in a person’s voice. This was one of those moments.

Behind him he could hear the creatures crashing their way through woods. This was a bad enough situation he had actually gone off the trail, willing to brave the biting cold of the snow to escape the jaws of the creatures behind him. How had they even found crocodile skulls way out here? Elijah couldn’t remember the last time he had seen a stream or river.

And what Elijah could only describe as a werewolf body? Really? Massive, clawed hands with clear thumbs. A top heavy, hulking frame with wide, barrel chest and long legs balanced on the toe pads.

And as if that wasn’t enough, each had a snake skeleton for a tail! A fully reanimated snake that swung up over the should to track him as he ran. Occasionally the beasts would whip their tails forward, flinging some the spikes extending from the spinous process of the vertebrae.

Even as he ran for his life he reflected on how strange it was to see three different Skeletal Chimeras that looked exactly the same, and even weirder than their bodies were so homogenous. Usually, the things looked like cobbled together attempts at cryptozoology taxidermy. The things were clearly smarter than normal too, using obvious communication and pack hunting tactics rather than simply attempting to swarm him.

Is their behavior due to their construction, or is their construction a result of their behavior? He couldn’t help but wonder, and wish the Voice would provide some more detailed information. It really was annoying that he had to puzzle over a chicken or the egg question when some supposed all-knowing repository of knowledge had the answer and just refused to tell him.

It was truly amazing how the human mind could adapt to even the most horrifying circumstances. The exhaustion was probably helping, but it was weird to be so unaffected by being chased by undead monsters.

Behind him the three split up, the central creature continuing to pursue while the others two began to fan out. Obviously they were hoping to hem him in.

Nothing changed.

One foot in front of the other.

Step.

Step.

Step

Breath in through the nose.

He didn’t want to try to engage the thing. His offensive spells were far less effective against creatures with no blood, and these seemed especially sturdy. He had watched them smash through branches easily as thick as his wrist without even slowing. Strong and durable, but probably still lighter than him and they were only about as fast as him too.

Step

Step

Keep breathing…and out through the mouth

Step.

Step.

Jump to the side and roll as another row of spikes were whipped forward by the monster. Pop up and run to the right only for the second of the beasts to leap over a nearby snow drift. He reflexively tried to feel them with his magic, but there was nothing. No blood to sense as it flowed through their bodies. All he felt was his own blood pumping through his body.

Boom.

Boom.

Boom.

A never stopping drum in his ear.

Slosh.

Slosh.

Slosh.

A jerky, continuous flow in his senses.

Calming his mind, he began to empower himself with a new technique that Theo had suggested. If there was no blood in the opponent to manipulate, he’d simply need to redirect that effort to strengthening himself. He felt the magic of his Hemoreign Aura, drawing the range in until it barely extended past his skin. Then he focused it. Speeding his blood flow while preventing strain on his heart or vessels. Empowering the effectiveness with which it could carry oxygen. Soon it was almost indistinguishable in effect from his old Blood Rush spell, but he could feel the movement of every drop in his body.

All in mere moments before the creature had time to fully close with him. The beauty of daily practice.

Throwing up his shield, he drew some of the blood from his armor to expand it into a large crimson disk. Rather than try to fight the monster head on, he jumped backward as the fist slammed into his shield and allowed himself to be flung backward. While in the air he quickly withdrew the blood from his shield and curled into a ball. Around him, the blood solidified into a large crystal and he smashed into the creature that had been chasing him like a bowling ball.

Releasing his blood crystal, he flung himself off the creature which had been compressed into the snow below.

Almost like a cartoon. He thought to himself as he fled, but not before vigorously shaking and dropping a glowing, golden vial into the pit. As it fell from his hand, he injected the barest amount of his mana into it. In his head he began counting down in his head from five, as he turned to the other creature. Out in the woods he could hear the last of the three smashing through the forest, eager to catch him.

Turning he threw himself into a ball at the second monster’s feet as it charged at him. Not expecting the move, the creature tripped over him and fell into the same pit.

Just as the bomb went off.

Unlike modern explosives, there was no loud boom. Only a whoosh of displaced air and a flash of light so bright it blinded him for a second. When it ended, the snow had been melted in a near perfect bowl and almost nothing remained of either creature.

What the hell did Theo put in that?

It was easily one of the strongest explosives Elijah had seen created by the alchemist. Theo had called it a last resort, and apparently he’d put in the gold to make it live up to the title. The feeling of awe only lasted a few moment though, as he realized he was feeling quite a bit of pain from his arm.

Looking down, he saw the jaws of one of the serpents wrapped around his bicep. Long, razor sharp fangs digging deep into his arm. Thankfully the thing lacked the prominent pair of hypodermic needles that would indicate it was a venomous species, but it still felt like a bear trap slammed shut on his arm. Even clearly dead, the thing refused to let go. Trying to move his arm, he couldn’t help crying out in pain. It was nearly unusable, leaving him without the option to use his sword if he wanted to.

Even worse, he could hear the last of the creatures barreling toward him and he didn’t have another secret weapon in reserve. Turning and running, he fled toward the snowbank the second creature had leapt from. He felt his blood streaming from the wound, only to be consumed by his armor. Every time he moved, the wound would reopen and prevent his magic from healing the injury.

Forcing his way through the heaped snow, the cold finally getting through even the extensive warding on his clothes, he sighed a breath of relief to discover there was another path hidden on the other side. Cradling his arm, he put one heavy foot in front of the other. He felt himself crashing, exhaustion flowing through him as even the adrenaline wasn’t enough to ward it off.

Hoping to keep himself going for even a moment more, he fed more magic into his Hemoreign Aura. The extra oxygen, literal flesh air for his flagging body, helped him recover a little, but it still took a supreme effort of will to get himself running again.

Above the trees ahead of him he could see the vast dome of swirling snow and ice. The closest he’d ever been. Each step was burning agony. Each breath a rattling, desperate gasp.

Behind him he heard the scrape of bone claws on wood.

The path followed what he assumed was once a small stream bed, curving around a mound of dirt with a tree on top. Desperately, he searched for someplace to hide. To hopefully escape the creature hunting him. He pulled his coat closer, praying he could trick the beast.

Only for all his hope to leave him as he finished coming around the bend.

In front of him was the dome that separated The Heart of Winter from the rest of the forest. His long-sought goal, now spelling his doom. He could only let out a single breath of air, something between a laugh and a groan. In some desperate hope he was mistaken or there was another path, he ran forward until he was only inches from the scouring wall of blowing ice. Even this close, he couldn’t hear what was clearly powerful wind and he could almost see a shimmer in the air. Like a giant snow globe, separating him from the core of the dungeon.

Then he felt something impact his back, like he had been struck by a sledgehammer. It spun him around, his head falling as he fell. In his chest, he saw a thick spear of bone poking out right where his heart would be. The last thing he saw before falling through the shimmering membrane and being swallowed by the blinding blizzard within was the final monsters stalking forward.

Snake tail extended and large crocodile jaws almost seeming to grin at him.

            
